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Abstract 
Clothing Upcycling in Otago (Ōtākou) 
 
This dissertation employs qualitative inductive research methods to address the ‘problem 
of global fast fashion’. Currently the global production of garments is 62 million tonnes 
per annum with the majority of production occurring in the world’s poorest countries with 
limited human rights and labour and environmental protections. From 1994 to 2018 
following the easing of trade protections in Developing countries and internationally, 
there has been a 400% increase in the tonnage of clothing produced internationally. This 
figure is only escalating. As the level of global clothing waste grows following global 
clothing consumption rates, the drive to expand the market is fuelling the production of 
vast amounts of poor-quality textiles and resultant textile waste. In Developed countries 
67% of textile waste is commercially on-sold as second-hand clothing to mostly 
Developing countries. The need for ever cheaper fashion production processes creates 
ethical concerns for global garment workers and those who sort and dispose of garment 
waste. Garment workers are 80% women and often women of colour living in Developing 
countries with few employment options.  
Meanwhile, textile practitioners and clothing designers in Westernised countries such as 
New Zealand, are experiencing heightened job precarity and an increasingly diminished 
space to exercise creativity, sustainable innovation, and social critique. The research 
interviews local Otago (Ōtākou) textile practitioners who upcycle clothing within their 
practice assessing how these localised creative actions connect to the larger global ‘slow 
fashion’ movement, including the ‘clothing upcycling’ movement. This method involves 
the reutilization of discarded textiles and clothes to make items of a higher value than the 
original materials. The slow fashion movement uses a systems-based theory to illustrate 
the global ‘fast fashion’ network demonstrating that constructive input is needed from all 
players; industry, government, practitioners, and the public/consumer to develop a more 
sustainable fashion system.  
This research takes a practitioner-focused angle to situating the issue of fast fashion 
viewing clothing upcycling as a form of ‘creative social enterprise’ and a ‘designer-
activist’ role necessary in shifting the current fashion consumption and textile waste 
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paradigm. Participants are employing a form of politics through their expression of 
difference. This politic can also be viewed as a post-human approach to fashion in that it 
is a movement responding to its time. This also links textile upcycling to historic Western 
fashion movements responding to Industrialism through a return to crafting. 
The reasons the participants upcycle textiles, the textile and design methods they employ, 
the organising principles within their practice and the ideas they convey through their 
work all speak to the global fast fashion system and possible sustainable and more 
equitable fashion alternatives. 
As an integral feature of the research design, a public Clothing Upcycling Seminar was 
held on April 24th, 2019. This day marked the anniversary of the Rana Plaza Disaster. 
This decision demonstrated support for the Fashion Revolution’s political stance and 
coordinated approach to critically examine the social and economic inequalities and 
human and environmental dangers of the global fashion system while celebrating and 
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Chapter One  
Introduction 
 
This sociology master’s research investigates local textile practitioners living in the Otago 
(Ōtākou) region who upcycle textiles and clothing. The research aim is to investigate an 
as yet unresearched group in a localised context to gain an understanding of the conditions 
of their labour, what their practice entails, and how these local practitioners negotiate and 
respond to the current conditions of the globalised fashion industry through their work.  
The research question that will be explored in this dissertation is: 
How does local textile upcycling reveal and enact alternative practices 
responding to the problem of ‘fast fashion’?  
This question will be explored using a mixed methodology of direct interviews, a 
performative public seminar and direct reflection by the author on her own practice as an 
upcycler. In doing so, an important gap in our study of fashion practice will be explored 
and wider political dynamics and tensions in fashion practice revealed. 
The first undertaking in this dissertation is therefore to briefly review both why this is 
such a compelling area of concern as well as providing a short introduction to the range 
of counter-movements and alternative practices that characterise forms of resistance to 
‘fast fashion’. 
 
Setting the scene 
Critical scholars, activists and journalists engaged in the fashion industry identify a 
cluster of pernicious effects in the global industry, which some of them broadly identify 
as ‘the problem of fast fashion’ (Clark & Rottman, 2017; Siegle, 2011; Lee, 2003). Norris 
(2019) places global annual consumption at ‘80 billion pieces of new clothing’ which 
translates to $1.2 trillion annual revenue for the fashion industry (p.2). The most current 
and authoritative figures are from a 2019 report from the Environmental Audit Committee 
of the United Kingdom’s Parliament, the ‘global apparel, fashion and luxury industry was 
the most profitable industry in the world between the years 2003 -2013. By 2030 global 
apparel consumption is projected to rise by 63%, from 62 million tons today to 102 
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million tons (House of Commons 19th February 2019, pp.4-5, McKinsey Report 2017. 
The report also notes the Ellen Macarthur Foundation’s 2017 claim that ‘500 billion 
dollars of value is lost every year from the underutilization of garments’ due to a ‘lack of 
textile and clothing recycling’ (p.5).  
In 2020, we are experiencing an advanced stage in the global integration of industrial 
manufacture and distribution, globalised industry mechanisms and lack of quality 
employment options. These changes have negatively impacted on many people involved 
in the fashion and textile industry; the majority of which are women (Clark, 2008: p.430). 
This is especially true for textile workers as the labour costs in the production of clothing 
represent only a very small cost of the total product (Siegle, 2011: p.48). Issues such as 
trade liberalisation, lack of industry protections and regulations, and employment 
precarity are entrenching within the sector. With a recorded 400 % increase in clothing 
production within the last two decades (The True Cost, 2017), and constantly rising 
figures revealing the quantity of non-compostable textiles being dumped and burnt by 
industry (Siegle, 2011, p.232) and by the primary consumers and the charities who 
process second-hand clothing by shipping it to ‘poorer cousins’ (Hernandez-Curry, 2018), 
the problems of the globalised fashion industry are both pressing and immense. 
Garment factory disasters such as the Savar Building collapse in Bangladesh in 2013, 
have heightened a concern in Western countries for worker safety and human rights in 
the fashion industry, something that has been evident both since the beginning of Western 
industrialisation (Nolan & Harper, 1993), and now under current extreme globalisation 
and ‘outsourcing’ dynamics. With the increasingly global scale of production there has 
been a contraction and ‘hollowing out’ of local textile industries in Western countries and 
a dwindling of creative integrity within the industry (Brydges, 2019). Accompanying this 
is a growing societal disillusionment about the nature of production and consumption. 
Fashion has been argued to be a tool of personal liberation and cultural expression but 
fashion authors (including: Clark & Rottman, 2017, p.191; Siegle, 2011; Lee, 2003) 
question this tenet expressing that the way fashion functions currently says a lot more 
about the power of global market forces than it does about extending human agency.   
Fashion authors’ responses vary as to whether these problems are similar to those shared 
by other large global industries, or are particular problems of the fashion industry. 
Collectively these problems – and the concern and critique they are characterising as ‘the 
problem of the fast fashion industry’ – capture multiple concerns under one concept, 
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therefore this concept of ‘fast fashion’ does useful work for this dissertation by opening 
up space for a place-based and a systems-based (Clark & Rottman, 2017: p.191) analysis 
of contemporary fashion. 
The world is at a phase of global connectedness that we are also witnessing a societal 
shift with a rise in fashion movements that harness people’s dissatisfaction with this 
system and present the challenge of thinking and working in better ways to direct global 
sustainable change. Slow fashion and textile upcycling represent new and revisited 
methods in which textile and fashion practitioners and the public are responding to this 
shifting global consciousness through the medium of clothing and cloth. Accordingly, 
fast fashion problems are the key challenge that set the scene for the investigation in this 
thesis and the following narrative searches for a deeper understanding of the way that 




To create an understanding of dynamics of fast fashion and slow fashion this dissertation 
pursues a set of questions and research approaches that require some justification. I made 
particular choices about what I would study and why it was important. 
First, this is a study that is specifically grounded in local action and practice. The research 
responds to current unsustainable levels of clothing and textile consumption and waste 
by looking at one location – the Otago (Ōtākou) creative sector – in order to explore work 
insecurity and alternative practice in the textile and fashion industry. The justification for 
a locality-based study is that as the fashion industry becomes an increasingly globalised 
and corporatised sector under neoliberal free-market mechanisms, it is imperative to 
examine both its local effects and local resistance and alternatives. Issues of human and 
environmental exploitation and a lack of meaningful work in the industry have prompted 
new global fashion movements (Clark, 2008). Movements such as clothing upcycling and 
slow fashion advocate for the principle of ‘thinking globally and acting locally’ (Kearney, 
1995, Clark, 2008: pp.429-432). The next question being how do these local actions feed 
back into the local and global conversation? Clark & Rottman (2017, p.189) suggest that 
adopting multi-methodological and interdisciplinary approaches are vital for 
contextualising contemporary fashion within broader socioeconomic forces. Lidewij 
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Edelkoort (2015: p.7; 2016) believes that in order to revitalise the fashion industry, an 
anthropological approach examining how contemporary people want to live and express 
themselves through clothing is required. She also advocates bringing a range of textile 
practitioners into the fashion conversation and that through reestablishing and educating 
industry and the public on textile processes and the possibilities they embody, fashion can 
claim back its integrity and craft (p.2). It is for these reasons that exploring a local 
practitioner approach, particularly – from those working in the fringe space of 
incorporating upcycling processes, has the potential to generate important reflections on 
the issue of global fast fashion. 
A second choice that I made was to undertake research that was directed towards the 
politics of identity and practice rather than just abstract critique. This research topic came 
from my understanding of clothing and adornment as intrinsically tied to human identity 
for the wearer, and for collective identity, in the way dress acts as dialectic, as a language 
humans read and respond to. This focus provides particular kinds of anchoring in the 
upcoming narrative, balancing the more global and abstract rising tide of thought on fast 
fashion, slow fashion, sustainable fashion, anti-fashion, and post-human theory in both 
social media and academic fashion literature which challenged how the fashion system 
operated and what it could or should be.  
The final choice was that I should be inside my own study. This study is strongly 
influenced by my was my background as a Dunedin textile and upcycling artist, the 
various initiatives I saw locally, and the difficulties my artistic peers and I experienced in 
pursuing our artistic practice, in finding public engagement, and in making a living from 
this work. I saw that some local textile upcyclers were already talking about these issues 
or might want to talk about them and that I should document this local phenomenon. It 
was a project that could help to archive these practices, strengthen connections between 
the group and the Dunedin public, and could further consolidate local Otago (Ōtākou) 
initiatives within the global movement. This was an area ripe for investigation and 
presented a way I could solicit personalised local voices discussing issues of global 
resonance and significance. I could also visually document this process, again 
emphasising the capacity of textiles, clothing and fashion as a language that offers much 
potential for social critique and identity expression. 
Accordingly, as a key informant in my own study, I want to introduce myself and my own 
position at the outset of this narrative. First, I will sketch out a few of the broader 
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questions that act as wider points of global dialogue, which my personal account and the 
other participants’ accounts speak to. These questions concern why we should study:  
1) The creative sector itself in light of wider economic and labour dynamics. 
2) Women as participants and creators in the new economy. 
3) Upcycling as a particular kind of Slow Fashion 
4) Practitioner-focused: looking at actual practices and identity-work of practitioners 
engaging in clothing upcycling. 
The four questions sit alongside the choice to look at local practitioners in a particular 
place – Otago – as well as having myself as a participant in the study, as key prompts for 
why this study took a particular shape and trajectory. The research and dissertation take 
a performative approach incorporating tactics used in online slow fashion movements to 
actively engage the audience and bring the reader into this active space. This 
performativity is also encouraged by slow fashion’s reemphasis on the performative 
element of fashion engaged in by everyone in the wearing of clothing and/or adornment 
(Clark & Rottman, 2017) and how we wear cloth and looks to express identity. This 
stylistic tool and theoretical approach will be further explained in the Methods Chapter.  
 
Creative Sector in the New Economy 
There are a small group of scholars studying contemporary fashion worlds and critical 
approaches to fashion in a globalised economy who are highly influential on this study. 
Both McRobbie (2016) and McQuilten and White (2016) discuss the changing nature of 
the economic system, and the way work in the creative sector has evolved in response to 
the accompanying changes in work and employment. McRobbie discusses this topic at 
length, talking specifically to the fashion sector and its unusual dynamics addressing key 
points such as women’s gendered employment within the fashion industry and the 
precarious nature of post-Fordist employment (2016; 2011, pp.60-66). McRobbie’s 
writing concentrates on examining case studies within both the British (1998) and the 
New York fashion industry (2016) which are global fashion centres.  
In the research of McQuilten (2017) and McQuilten & White (2016) the inquiry centres 
on how art and fashion practitioners’ practices can act and be read, as a form of social 
enterprise and social critique. In McQuilten (2017), artists’ social enterprise is analysed 
to understand the reasons members formed as a group or enterprise, what making did to 
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unite their group identity and solidarity, and how it connected them internally as a group, 
consolidating their voice to a wider audience. Both texts discuss the artworld and its 
entanglement with the economic system through analysing both the ethics of the 
prevailing economic system and the nature of the artist’s practice in relation to the social 
problem they represent. McQuilten and White (2016) discuss the ways modern art has 
evolved to reflect a changing social conscience, illustrative of the intricacies and interplay 
of economics and art through time and space. They address the challenges presented for 
contemporary practitioners to navigate pressing social issues, while endeavouring to 
finance and promote their work to support their livelihood. They suggest the model of 
creative social enterprise as a way governments and private investors could assist creative 
practitioners to structure and finance their practices to address social and environmental 
concerns.  
McQuilten’s (2017) research investigates ethnic diasporic textile communities in 
Melbourne and the variety of ways they organise their group practice and the works they 
choose to create. McQuilten considers the importance of non-economic factors such as 
group solidarity around certain cultural issues such as retaining and development textile 
skills, enhancing networks and building shared resources, and challenging and changing 
public perceptions through the language of textiles and fashion. 
In both McRobbie’s (2016) and McQuilten’s (2017) work, communities of fashion 
practice are identified which characterise them as ‘more than economic’, as a sector in 
which other dynamics are highly influential. This insight is important for my study and 
guided me towards an enquiry which sought to understand practitioners and their 
practices as both constrained and influenced by economic dynamics, yet also as having 
important identity, creative and social dimensions – including gender. 
 
Gendered Nature of Creative and Fashion Sectors  
Contemporary literature on New Zealand’s fashion enterprise and the rise of fashion 
manufacturing in peripheral locations indicate that women are driving this industry 
(Larner, 2016: p.2073). This is demonstrative of the rise of the creative economy in the 
post-Fordist era which exhibits a strongly gendered component shown in the work people 
do, the level of remuneration they receive, and the labour conditions experienced within 
industry sectors such as art, fashion, and textiles (McRobbie, 2016; McRobbie, 2011). 
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McRobbie (2016) writes that many of these endeavours are precarious and transitory, yet 
they involve entrepreneurial skills and some freedoms to pursue ‘passion work’ and 
engage a global audience not afforded within the Fordist era (pp.87-113).  
My participant selection is reflective of the gender dynamics within the textile and fashion 
industry. While I did not choose to exclusively interview women, my participants are 
nevertheless all women. I was mindful that any participant chosen was respectful of 
women’s strong historical and contemporary contribution to both textiles and fashion. 
 
Clothing Upcycling 
The wider initiatives and alternative politics mobilising around conceptualisations of slow 
fashion or anti-fashion are extensively reviewed in Chapter Three. But this dissertation 
starts with a direct focus on upcycling as one specific expression of these wider alternative 
movements. This choice to focus on upcycling needs some elaboration from the outset of 
this narrative. 
‘Upcycling’ is a term to describe the technique of upgrading and adding value 
to a product or material that may otherwise be discarded. 
Recycling can result in a down-grading and reduction in value of a material or 
product, upcycling allows you to increase the worth and value of a material 
while prolonging its life. 
The technique can be applied in the design and manufacture of a new garment 
or be used to refurbish or remanufacture an existing garment. (Gwilt, 2014: 
p.146) 
This quote from Alison Gwilt illustrates upcycled clothing’s potential to both effect and 
slow down the consumption chain. It brings issues of worth and value into focus and 
indicates that the process of upcycling can be applied to the fashion industry at a small-
scale industrial level, and to designers and individual practitioners. The second phrase 
suggesting its distinction from recycling via the use of processes that heighten its value 
rather than down-grade it. I therefore choose the term ‘upcycling’ because of its 
usefulness in shifting public perception to value and worth in clothing and fashion. 
The term upcycling was difficult to fix in the research as it is not a measured term. I 
extend the term to anyone who uses second-hand and discarded textiles and clothing to 
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create redesigned clothing, art, or craft items. As the term upcycling is used in other 
disciplines which may not involve textiles and because ‘clothing upcycling’ does not have 
to be worn, in the research I refer to both ‘textile upcycling’ and ‘clothing upcycling’. 
Upcycling should refer to the form the material was in before alteration rather than the 
form of the item takes after the alteration has occurred, but its common usage refers to 
the final form of the object as it is a term oriented towards shifting popular thought and 
behaviour and the general public do not fully understand textile processes only fully-
formed attire. In the research I refer to ‘clothing upcycling’ as covering both the upcycling 
of textile materials and of clothing items  and refer to textile upcycling if the authors I am 
citing have used this term, or if I am referring specifically to textiles as opposed to both 
textiles and clothing items being upcycled.  
I also use the short-hand term ‘clothing upcycler’ to refer to those who engage in this 
practice; including the participants, yet I elaborate on the ways this practice is engaged 
with and also use the terms expressed by participants, theorists and other fashion 
practitioners, to illustrate and navigate the complexity of its practical and theoretical 
application.  
Recent fashion trends, such as slow fashion (Clark, 2008), upcycling (Gwilt, 2014), re-
fashioning (Brown, 2013) and ‘craftivism’ (Greer, 2014), reflect and respond to economic 
environmental ethics and the nature of work by utilising hand-crafting techniques and the 
recycling of textiles and clothing. These hand-making trends are also potentially 
influenced by poverty, environmental concerns, and a human search for essential 
connection. Other consumer-oriented slow fashion ideas include clothes sharing, clothes 
swaps, buying less, buying better quality, wearing natural fibres, and buying ethically 
sourced and produced clothing. Many of these slow fashion tenets are also utilised by 
local clothing upcyclers.  
This research takes a ground-up perspective, exploring local textile practitioners’ 
practices and the ways they experience and perceive the structural and cultural 
environment in which they are creating. Textile and clothing upcycling symbolically 
represents a cultural shift to step away from global industry and globalised economic and 
market principles. The research therefore assesses why practitioners are passionate about 
creating in this manner, and the conditions they view as advantageous in helping them 
achieve these goals. 
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Taking a Practitioner-Focused Approach 
All these elements of the dynamics of slow fashion and the specific ways in which the 
fashion practices of locally-situated creators act to respond to wider global dynamics, 
reinforce the need to take a practitioner-focused approach. This leads to a series of 
important questions. Are participants able to make a financial return on their work? Why 
do these practitioners make if not for financial stability? Are people upcycling for 
themselves due to their aesthetic sensibilities utilising clothing as a medium of human 
and/or artistic expression, or is upcycling driven by economic necessity, a ‘making-do’ 
aesthetic or impulse, or as an extension of wanting to live the creative sustainable life  
relating to do-it-yourself’ movements? Are practitioners trying to publicise their work as 
‘art’ using the exhibition space as a platform to raise the importance of textiles and 
fashion, or of textile waste and the commercialism of human identity through the fashion 
system and capitalism? Are they marketing themselves as fashion or clothing designers, 
as social enterprise, or as artists? Of course, their motivations to make and the arenas they 
work within (fashion, art, craft, social enterprise and wearable arts) are not exclusive or 
singular, but come together in complex personalised ways often best described by 
participants in their own words.  
If they are trying to sell and exchange their work or ideas, how do these practitioners 
market themselves and their work? What ideas and ideology drive them? How are their 
creations linked to economics, both in the maintenance of their practice and enterprise, 
and in their business framing and the ethics and brand message they project through their 
work? How does their practice comment on their personal socio-economic location and 
on the global fashion and economic system? Furthermore, how is their way of working 
an effort to find their niche within the current capitalist ideological landscape? How are 
alternative creative practices, such as upcycling, sustained in order to augment these 
systems? And how have participants experienced public reception to their practices? 
Participants, as textile practitioners and teachers have insightful and in-depth thoughts on 
the qualities of fashion, clothing and textiles making local clothing upcyclers and local 
clothing upcycling practice a compelling place to discuss topics of economics, 





As a method to directly ground the dissertation, I will begin by explaining my emic 
(insider) understanding of clothing upcycling and the personal ideology that drove the 
research. I was born in Dunedin in 1974 to parents dedicated to an ‘alternative’ upbringing 
for their children. We moved to a farm in Portobello when I was eleven. I was the eldest 
of four in a close-knit family who did not have money, but lived in a beautiful natural 
environment. My parents came from large families. Work was always happening, people 
were always making food, contributions to share and hand-made gifts for others.  
I was always interested in clothing and studying people’s appearance. Most of my 
clothing were bought from Dunedin second-hand shops or gifted from aunties, friends, or 
cousins. Throughout primary school, I had the dress-up box at the end of my bed and my 
regular clothes to dress from.  
My mother Eleanor loves textiles and the cultural practices of textile making. She crafted 
the family garments and blankets which she designed, plant-dyed, spun, and knitted. My 
Father, Hendrikus, was also a very strong influence through his interest in design and 
environmental community actions. Mum and Dad both dressed eclectically, and I was 
allowed to dress up in their clothes too. As a young person, I was highly self-conscious 
about not having the right clothes to fit in with my peers. Something I was teased about, 
but I realise in retrospect, was also admired for.  
I started altering clothes and making jewellery from the age of 12. At high school I studied 
clothing until fifth form but never flourished. I altered my clothes mainly by hand-
stitching but sometimes using Mum’s old Singer. In the sixth form I had a short film clip 
made about my clothing upcycling for KTV (Kid’s Television) on a New Zealand 
programme named ‘In-focus’  The footage was shot at SaveMart, Stafford Street, 
Dunedin and at the farm (Mediaworks, 1990). After High School I studied at University 
of Otago and Otago Polytechnic Art School studying Fine Arts. Much of my study was 
part-time due to impaired health from endometriosis, adenomyosis, depression and stress 
which began significantly impacting my health in my second year at University also 
feeding into my artwork as I tried to communicate my lived embodied experience. 
Through my non-alignment with societal values and my health experiences, I developed 
issues with body perception and self-perception not feeling I fitted the prescribed or 
desired image and ideology of being viewed as normal, attractive, or successful. This is 
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something many others experience and internalise and is why I advocate for people being 
able to express their lived realities through the arts and for fashion to adopt a broader base 
of accepted cultural looks.  
In my early flatting years, I tried selling my jewellery at markets and in local clothes and 
design stores, but found it impossible to make over a dollar an hour for my time. I would 
op-shop and buy adornment from student markets and had volunteer work sorting 
clothing in Auckland and Dunedin in a number of charity stores. This was a great way of 
analysing and collecting materials, and of viewing the social community of ‘second-
hand’.  
Studying social anthropology, I researched bilum-making in Goroka, Eastern Highlands, 
Papua New Guinea, but found the topic elusive as I wanted to understand what and why 
the practitioners – the majority women – were weaving their influences, and their 
perceptions of the opportunities and constraints to their work. Due to my lack of 
understanding of Papua New Guinean culture I could not gauge these nuances and 
decided to study local clothing and textile practice for my next study. 
I always found it difficult to make money from my work as I did not want to be yet another 
producer of the sea of things. I did not want to make in a formulaic way, and I did not 
want to create for people I saw as having too much money while other people were 
struggling. Professional practice models I was taught turned the artist into the rational ‘art 
worker’ in a tightly prescribed box, simply another mechanism of capitalism and social 
control. This did not connect with my interests or motivation to create and express which 
I perceive as spiritual. I did not want to make artistic status symbols for ‘the successful’ 
or to design mass-produced throw-away ‘stuff’ for the poor. There is some space to 
practice within public and community art in New Zealand, but this is a vastly underfunded 
and highly competitive field.  
I had always thought of working with other designers and creatives too where I could 
retain intellectual ownership for my part in the design process but could utilise others’ 
creativity, technical skills, equipment, and business acumen as I wanted to have my time 
free for the parts of the process I found most creatively satisfying. I was also always 
interested in making clothing and adornment for myself that was distinctive, and provided 
me a material way to wear my art. I always wanted to be an artist but wanted to be 
recognised as of value and worth to society. I did not want to feel negative about what I 
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was passionate about, I wanted to make it work and have my perspective of the world 
viewed as a positive one. I also wanted this creative space for whoever else wanted it. 
Was this just my outlook on the world? Did fellow clothing upcycling practitioners feel 
the same way? What were their experiences and perceptions?  
In the last three years, my clothing upcycling process has developed into eco-dyeing, eco-
printing and fabric printing and embroidery on second-hand fabric and clothing. In 2018, 
I started posting photographs onto my Facebook page Kirsten Koch’s Eco Dye to build 
up a following for my practice, to run eco-dye classes, and to further market my work. I 
started working on second-hand and vintage cellulose fabrics as they are the best fibres 
for natural dyes. As my confidence grew, I began to dye onto second-hand garments, 
starting with my great aunties’ silk petticoats and second-hand scarves and progressing 
onto cardigans, singlets, coats, and dresses. As my skills developed, so too did my 
techniques.  
I had a concept that I could work with people to commemorate a birth, death or marriage 
and I could utilise people’s own blankets, material and foliage and flowers. I eco-dyed a 
baby blanket for my new niece and then a wedding blanket for my friends from their 
wedding flowers. Feeling deeply saddened after the 2019 Christchurch Al Noor Mosque 
shootings I made a love blanket for the Dunedin Al Huda Mosque embroidering around 
the edges with green silk thread. 
Having good ideas and dedication are not the major barriers I see either for myself or for 
the group of practitioners in the upcoming narrative. From my own experience, I clearly 
see the lack of financial stability and respectful recognition of artistic and sustainability 
efforts, the weakening of institutional and social supports through neoliberalisation, and 
the inflexibility of the prevailing economic system in supporting human creativity and 
expression to be the main problems that undermine New Zealand developing a stronger 
clothing upcycling culture. 
These personal ideas and the theories discussed in the next three chapters framed the 
research and while many outlooks and perspectives were shared by participants, we all 
had our own experiences and interpretations on the topic which I hope are evident in the 
main body of the text discussing participants’ practices.  
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Figure 3: final piece – Hollyhock and Elderberry merino tunic, Kirsten Koch, 2020. 
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The Narrative Structure of this Dissertation: 
Having introduced myself, and reviewing some of the key questions that informed the 
research process I undertook, this section provides a brief summary of how the narrative 
will take shape. 
The dissertation is divided into two main sections with the first section acting as the nuts 
and bolts of the writing and theoretical framing: - foregrounding global recycling and 
trade in second-hand textiles, the history of, and distinctions between various slow 
fashion movements, and the contemporary context of New Zealand fashion and Otago 
clothing upcycling. The second section of the dissertation provides a report from the 
fieldwork which has been structured into the four main sections of: 1) practices, 2) 
processes, 3) economics and well-being, and 4) response to fast fashion. The writing 
provides both a systems-based and a ‘telling personal stories’ approach which act to lay 
out the argument and place the participants as makers and as people at the heart of the 
study.  
This introductory chapter has already discussed the main theorists Grace McQuilten and 
Anthony White who research on creative social practice and its relationship to economics 
(2016), and Grace McQuilten whose (2017) work focuses on contemporary textile groups 
motivations for forming a group, and for ‘making’ the art they made and how they did 
this to challenge the cultural representations of the social divisions they experienced in 
order to unite the broader group and change public perceptions. These readings were 
pivotal in the formation of the research design. Angela McRobbie’s (2016) research on 
the precarious nature of contemporary fashion employment and the space for 
entrepreneurial enterprise in the post-Fordist economy also underlie the interview 
research design and analysis. 
The ‘introducing myself’ passage extended the introduction with a personal introduction 
to myself and my experiences in textiles and upcycling. Chapter Two takes this approach 
further and focuses on a systems-based and circular economy approaches to exploring the 
macro structures that create ‘the problem of fast fashion’. Chapter Three then discusses 
alternative fashion movements that operate to challenge and shift the international fashion 
industry. Chapter Four contextualises the socio-economic setting of New Zealand and 
Ōtākou, the challenges and strategies faced by New Zealand contemporary designers and 
practitioners, and the upcycling and slow fashion scene in New Zealand. In Chapter Five, 
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Methods, I briefly describe the methodological decisions and strategies I used to 
undertaken the more formal research in this project, as well as outlining and justifying 
how this included both self-reflection, as well as the public seminar. 
In Chapters Six to Nine, the research findings and reflections of my participants are 
discussed. These findings are structured into four broad areas. In Chapter Six I introduce 
my participants and through an overview of their practice and the similarities in their 
approach, make the case that upcycling is something socially tangible and more than just 
a collection of individual designers. An assessment of participants’ practices is considered 
alongside the before mentioned theorists, as well as theorists who discuss fashion 
education and the activist role textile practitioners and fashion designers can occupy (Bill, 
2008; Zelenkova, 2019). Their practices are also analysed alongside a reading of Gale 
and Kaur (2002) definitions of ‘craft-maker’ and ‘design-maker’ and an analysis of 
craftivism (Lange, 2019) as a form of practitioner-designer.  
In Chapter Seven, I look in more depth at the actual practices and processes of upcycling 
by my participants, using both their own description of their work, along with 
photographs of some of their work which accompanies Chapters Six to Nine. In Chapter 
Eight I look more directly at how my participants understand the constraints and 
influences of the wider economic and political dynamics outlined above (and elaborated 
in Chapters Two and Three). How are they acting in their position as precarious, gendered 
workers in a neoliberal world? What experiences lead them to incorporating upcycling 
methods and what are the hurdles they experience as textile practitioners and in designing 
and using upcycling and slow fashion methods? In Chapter Nine, I directly address how 
my participants understand their practices as political by bringing the findings from 
Chapter Six to Eight together with their comments and observations on the ‘problems of 
fast fashion’ and why clothing upcycling sits in tension with current mainstream 
approaches to fashion. 
Finally, the destination point of the dissertation is a concluding chapter which brings 
together three viewpoints on the political and pragmatic potentials of upcycling: 
combining my own experiences, the viewpoints of critical academic scholars who are 
both articulating problems of global fast fashion and evaluating the potential of various 
alternatives, along with the voice and actions of my participants. 
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Chapter Two  
Garment Factories and Global Textile Recycling 
 
Growth is something we do not like to question in the fashion industry, I don’t think 
any industry likes to question it. We live in a capitalist system where success is 
measured by growth, but just think about it. What does infinite growth on a finite 
planet even mean? How is that supposed to work? (Fletcher, 2019)  
This is an introduction delivered by Clare Press on a Wardrobe Crisis podcast interview 
with Kate Fletcher discussing the problems of the current fashion industry and methods 
to turn the situation around. 
 
Introduction 
This chapter addresses the broader system of global clothing manufacturing and textile 
recycling which form the crucial backdrop to much of the following narrative. Of 
particular importance is the conjuncture between capitalist rationalities and circulation of 
both new and second-hand clothing. Hansen Transberg (2004) and Siegle (2011) write 
that we are at a point in late-capitalism where trade liberalisation and developmental aid 
policies mean the fashion industry is making and distributing textiles - including, new 
and second-hand clothing and clothing waste – and circulating them around the globe at 
an increasing rate and scale. In order to unpack the dimensions of this crisis, this chapter 
incorporates the suggested strategy of Clark (2008) and Clark and Rottman (2017) of 
understanding the problem of fast fashion as systemic and multifaceted. The chapter 
outlines a macro perspective on the global fashion industry in the context of the expansion 
of neoliberal global economics, how this has impacted on the fashion industry and the 
workers within it. Collectively these make up the problem of ‘fast fashion’, which I 
described in Chapter One. This chapter reviews the contours of this problem and the 




Current Fashion Industry Dynamics 
Hansen Transberg (2004) write that there is a rapidly growing amount of clothing 
consumption in the Western world – fast fashion – mapping the expansion of 
neoliberalism and the removal of trade barriers in many countries including Third World 
economies at the beginning of the 1990s. These economic shifts promoted the outsourcing 
of much garment manufacturing and allowed the free-flow of new and second-hand 
cheaply produced clothing into many Third World countries (p.299). Siegle (2011) 
suggests that the 1990s were the same era that both the human and environmental 
conditions of the global textile industry were bought to Western attention Anti-fashion 
movements emerged in Western society in the 1990s challenging the Parisian fashion 
standard and the affluence expressed in High Fashion (ARTE France, 2017) with Clark 
(2008) arguing that slow fashion emerged in the early 2000s as a reaction to the 
increasingly globalised and commercialised environment of the fashion industry (pp.428-
429). 
Siegle (2011) states that before the 1990s many people in the West were used to wearing 
their clothing to rags, but since the globalisation of fast fashion, the West has been 
exporting vast amounts of second-hand clothing (p.219)  and as  Clark and Rottman 
(2017) express, the West has outsourced this ‘clothing waste’ to countries with low 
economic capital and limited labour protections (p.191). Examining the global garment 
factory and textile recycling trade Edelkoort (2015) argues that both the outsourcing of 
clothing manufacturing and clothing waste ‘is how the Western world profit from and 
exploit low income countries’, extending her observation to add that the globalisation of 
the textile and fashion industry has also led to increasing unemployment levels in the 
sector in the West (p.2).  
There are many reasons to question the equity and sustainability of these trading 
arrangements. Norris (2015) writes about these problems in terms of India’s trade in 
second-hand goods. Norris writes that international second-hand supply chain donors 
engage with the narrative of charity when exporting waste textiles without assessing the 
impact this has on the economy to which they are sent. Donor countries pitch domestic 
clothing donation as ‘recycling’ when it is actually a traded commodity upon arrival 
(Norris, 2015, p.183). Norris also has concern that this form of off-shore ‘recycling’ is 
being globally subsidised rather than being sorted and recycled in the places the attire was 
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initially consumed. Consequently, there is little evidence that the second-hand clothing 
trade ‘alleviates’ or addresses poverty.  
 
Clothing Hyper-Consumption and Disposal Patterns 
Clothing consumption has been dramatically increasing in recent decades. Siegle (2011) 
writes that United Kingdom’s new clothing sales increased 60% between 1996 and 2006 
(p.221). Bick, et al. (2018) place American personal clothing consumption at 36 
kilograms per-capita annually (p.1). Payne and Ferrero-Regis’s (2019) figures for 
Australia’s fashion industry show a growth of revenue of 21% per annum from 2012 to 
2017 with Australians discarding their clothing every three months equating to twenty 
three kilograms of clothing per-person per-annum and amounting to 500 000 tonnes of  
Australian textile landfill per annum (p.183). In America 85% of clothes purchased 
amounting to a yearly figure of approximately 1.7 billion kilograms of clothing and 
textiles are being directly land-filled (Bick, et al., 2018, p.1; Hernandez-Curry, 2018, 
p.14; Brooks, 2013). 
Hyper-consumption has downstream effects. 2016 figures placed the United States as the 
biggest exporter of second-hand clothing (SHC) at 500 000 tonnes per annum (Bick, et 
al., 2018, p.2), and 2013 place the United Kingdom, the second biggest exporter at 300 
000 tonnes per annum (Brooks, 2013 in Hernandez-Curry, 2018,  p.14). Hernandez-Curry 
(2018) writes that various countries and state governments have enacted different forms 
and intensity to their textile recycling policies (p.10). According to the Textile Recycling 
Association’s 2005 figures quoted in Sandin and Peters (2008), only 15% to 20% of the 
textiles disposed of in Europe enter the recycling chain with the majority being burnt or 
sent to land-fill. A small proportion of this is down-cycled, becoming rags, with 1% being 
reconstituted into new fabric. Of disposed textiles and clothing that are ‘recycled’, around 
50% of this tally is recycled in developing countries (p.355).  
The fashion industry has extended its reach through dropping prices on new clothing and 
thus increasing the total demand for clothing items across both the new and second-hand 
industry. Martindale (2017) remarks that since 2008 with economic recessions ‘sewing 
garments’ and ‘do-it yourself (DIY) fashion’ has increased in the West, but the clothing 
industry is still growing (p.1). Siegle (2011) wrote that the ‘fashion and luxury market’ 
increased its value through the recession (p.18). From 1996 to 2007 the retail price of 
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clothing has increasingly dropped (p.27). Sandin and Peters (2018) add that the demand 
for textile production is also increasing and Norris (2005) that the resultant textile waste 
produced internationally is still growing (p.184). 
Lower per-capita consumption is thought to be due to growing consumer awareness of 
throw-away consumption and/or a ‘spend-thrift’ attitude within many Western social 
groups and domestic settings with the onset of the 2018 global recession and subsequent 
global economic uncertainty (Hernandez-Curry, 2018; Fortuna & Diyamandoglu, 2017; 
Noon, 2011).  
One example of this global fast fashion problem is a thirty-foot pile of rotting, oozing 
clothing in Ghana broadcast in the media in March 2020 with a reported 40% of Ghana’s 
second-hand clothing imports going directly to local landfill (Davis, 2020). Hernandez-
Curry’s (2018) figures on the use-value of second-hand clothing report second-hand 
clothing having between 65% to 80% the life-span of a new garment meaning exported 
second-hand clothing that is not landfilled or burnt on arrival ends up in land-fill at a rapid 
rate. Citing examples from Ghana (Davis, 2020), and Hernandez-Curry’s (2018) 
dissertation on the New Zealand to Papua New Guinea trade, the percentage of this export 
trade that is of serviceable use to the country in question urgently needs to be assessed. 
In most Western countries religious charities deal in second-hand clothing sometimes 
contracting out work to private companies (Siegle, 2011, pp.222-223). In the United 
Kingdom clothes are sorted for local sale, export, rags or as textile waste. Popular rhetoric 
encourages consumers to feel they are part of the recycling process by donating their 
unwanted clothing to charity, but this model does not necessarily disrupt market 
patterning to purchase more of the same throw-away fashion. National and international 
arguments for global SHC trade are also charity-motivated espousing second-hand 
clothing’s positive value as a development tool. These perspectives do not address the 
majority of mass-produced non-compostable garments being produced and disposed of 
under questionable conditions.  
 
Garment Factories and Vulnerable Labour 
Lucy Siegle (2011) writes that the current fast fashion model searches the globe looking 
for the ‘cheapest and most compliant labour on the planet’ (p.40). Freight on Board (FOB) 
‘fabric, trim, packaging and manufacturing’. Manufacturing is inclusive of garment 
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workers’ labour which are referred to as the ‘make element’, a figure rarely disclosed 
separately. When it comes to reducing the cost of clothing, the ‘squeeze’ is worn by the 
‘person down the line, - the garment worker (p.48) - a comment which she later elaborates 
arguing that fashion companies ‘externalise the true cost of production’ by driving ‘the 
pressures further down the supply chain’ (p.279). Siegle (2011) also observes the fashion 
industry’s heavy use of air freight believing the industry is reliant on cheap oil providing 
cheap transportation. Naomi Klein (1999) writes that the industry scours the globe for 
‘swift workers at the lowest prices’ and that this sourcing of human resources by the 
global fashion industry aligns the intersectional disadvantages of race, ethnicity, gender, 
age and geography (p.171). 
Critical theorists such as Mathew Schep (2019) have applied a postcolonial lens to the 
international second-hand clothing industry and perceive the fashion trade as profiting 
from environmental and economic racism as textile and clothing production and disposal 
is most often carried out in low and middle income non-Westernised countries, often 
along colonial trade routes.  Bick, et al. (2018) present an argument that cheaper prices 
for fashion are achieved through outsourcing production to low-and middle-income 
countries and that according to Sustainability Development Goal (SDG) 12 for 
‘sustainable development and production’ within ‘national and sectoral plans’ 
governments in wealthier economies involved in outsourcing production and waste must 
factor in the human risk (p.1). Bick, et al. call attention to the global injustices caused by 
these ‘unrestrained economic activities’ and list the social costs of the industry as the 
direct and indirect: ‘…damages to the environment, human health, and human rights at 
each step along the production chain’ (p.2).  
Bick, et al. (2018) mention the disproportionate level of American waste sites which are 
near communities of colour and this trade shifts the social and environmental burden 
textile waste to poorer geographical areas, ‘lacking robust municipal waste systems’ (p.2). 
Bick, et al. write that in higher income countries this form of global fast fashion 
production and disposal is also disproportionately performed by ‘low income, low-wage 
workers’, and ‘women’, communities who are also under-resourced (p.2). The authors 
assert that the level of ‘social and environmental abuses in fast fashion’ show it is ‘an 
issue of global and environmental justice’ (p.3). They suggest international enforceable 
policy regulations, green, fair trade accreditation, increasing import taxes and placing 
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caps on imported clothing and textiles, trade incentives for national production which is 
eco-friendly and a role for consumer activism). 
 
Textile Recycling  
Sandin and Peters (2018) write that even natural fibres such as cotton, hemp, linen and 
wool present challenges to sustainable recycling as they are mechanically and chemically 
treated within the processes of textile production and textile recycling, and cannot be 
produced at a large enough scale to make them affordable for the average global consumer 
(p.355). To reduce the impact of transport energy and pollution much production and 
manufacturing of fibres should also be localised. Sustainable fashion advocate Kate 
Fletcher (2010; 2019) expresses that in order to shorten supply chains and enact closed-
loop economies, plant species should be ideally grown where they are best suited, and 
their fibres, processed and manufactured where they are grown for a more localised 
market. 
Sandin and Peters (2018) describe textile recycling methods as either mechanical, 
chemical, or thermal, with thermal methods also requiring activation via chemical 
processes (p.354). Many textiles utilising natural fibres today are created as blends. With 
current difficulties in technology development, energy use and toxins release when 
separating fibres in mixed-blend fabrics, stripping dye from fabrics, and recycling 
textiles, these methods represent ‘technical solutions’ which is a vital component in the 
reduction of virgin materials. Yet it could run slightly at odds to the initial ‘reduction’ 
and regulating of present and future textile production and disposal. Sandin and Peters 
note that many textile recycling processes reduce material back to its component parts or 
fibres often resulting in a downgraded ‘fibre quality’. Siegle (2011) writes that post-
production environmental damage such as packaging, the shedding of micro-fibres in the 
washing process, and the release of toxins from textiles throughout their life-cycle, are 
also matters of concern with factors such as excessive personal laundering creating more 
environmental damage than the construction of clothing itself (pp.302-303). Clark and 
Rottman (2017) also stress consumer culpability articulating that ‘fashion victims make 
sweatshops widespread and necessary’ (p.172). These points stress why slow fashion 
directs much of its attention on consumer education, stewardship, and activism.  
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Thomas (2003) questions the assumption that reuse leads to a reduction of primary 
consumption when using the model of second-hand clothing because so many people are 
now on-selling second-hand items to buy up-dated versions. Threadup Report 2019 
observes that second-hand clothing purchases have overtaken new clothing consumption 
with a large percentage of this consisting of second-hand designer wear. They predict that 
second-hand trade will threaten the first-hand clothing market (Prant, 2019). 
Yet Thomas (2003) writes, the second-hand clothing industry may not render new 
clothing redundant but instead be propping up the industry, ‘solving manufacturers 
immediate need to change production methods to maintain consumer support’ (p.220). 
The Thread-up Report (2019) also indicates that the majority of the increase in second-
hand clothing consumption is branded clothing and High Fashion items. The second-hand 
sale of clothing is actually reinforcing the hierarchical superiority of the newest item of 
stock and its wearer verses the second-hand stock and its second or third-rate status 
(Sandin and Peters, 2018). Those who buy second-hand are also replacing their second-
hand clothing items faster (Siegle, 2011) and even clothing sorters in Papua New Guinea 
are complaining that they have ‘too many clothes in their closets’ (Hernandez-Curry, 
2018).  
Siegle (2011) writes that charities are being swamped by ‘stuff’ but not necessarily ‘good 
stuff’ (p.221). With so much poor-quality clothing material being produced, consumed, 
and quickly disposed of, theorists such as Wilson (2010) have named it ‘waste-ready’ as 
it has little to no resale value (p.531). Sandin and Peters (2018) discuss the implications 
of various reuse and recycling approaches to foster fashion and textile sustainability and 
write that the slogans of ‘reduce, reuse, recycle’ are publicly utilised without enough 
specific data to create any comprehensive plans to realistically achieve improved 
sustainability outcomes (pp.363-364). Thomas’s (2003) research supports Sandin and 
Peters comments expressing that the notion that recycling slows down the rate of 
consumption can often be a misapprehension of reality (p.65). Firstly, it can be 
inadvisable to recycle if the product is actually harmful and the recycling of it can cause 
continued risk of harm (p.65). 
Sandin and Peters (2018) argue that the second downside to recycling is if the resources 
expended when recycling materials actually outweigh the cost of their replacement, 
naming transport as a major resource and environmental cost of current global recycling 
processes. Bick et al. (2018) argue that human labour or human resources also need to be 
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factored into evaluations of the impact of recycling as the majority of global clothing 
sorting and collecting is currently being carried out by unpaid or poorly paid workers 
suggesting the human labour costs of recycling textiles is not being adequately costed 
into sustainability models (p.2).  
According to Hanson Transberg’s (2004) figures from 1998, in the United Kingdom and 
America, over 60% of these countries’ recycled textiles, was headed to Sub-Saharan 
Africa with the highest quality clothing sent to Japan and mid-grade clothing sent to 
Latin-America (pp.298-299). Each country requests specific items of clothing and some 
countries place restrictions on the type and the quality of goods accepted with issues of 
‘hygiene’ being a common reason given for stopping the importing of certain items and 
enforcing quality controls on goods (p.300). Siegel (2011) writes that the grading of  items 
exported is dependent on the level of care and capital investment given to processing them 
(pp.228-230) and that much of United Kingdom’s used clothing is sorted to cater for 
regional needs and tastes and to make sure the goods are of suitable quality (pp.222-225). 
Furthermore, an initial survey of goods occurs through United Kingdom charities with 
10% on-sold in the British market and the remaining 40% of donated clothing considered 
fit as clothing, sent to Dubai for further sorting in an up to ‘10,000 mile one-way trip’ 
(p.218).  
In respects of the global flow of second-hand textile material, Hanson Transberg  (2004) 
note that while some recipient countries certain textiles and clothing items prized in the 
West are collected from imports, re-designed and exported back to the West this is a very 
small percentage of textiles that makes a return (p.302). While Japan on-sells some of its 
second-hand imports, textiles sent to poorer countries generally remain in that country 
(p.299). While a debatable percentage of exported second-hand garments are worn or 
utilized by the local people, what happens to the clothing that is not wanted or has outlived 
its use-value? Sending difficult to dispose clothing, to countries without robust 
environmental policies risks passing on the environmental burden to countries with even 
less capacity to deal with it adequately than the countries it was being initially consumed 
in. Siegle (2011) writes that burning and burying synthetic clothing is a common 
occurrence in the West (pp.230-233) promoting the question of how often this is 
occurring in Developing countries away from the eye of wealthier fashion consumers?  
In many mid to low-income economy countries where second-hand clothing is currently 
sent as commercial trade or aid, their local economies are struggling in numerous respects 
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including having lagging textile industries. Hansen Transberg (2004) writes, in Zambia, 
rather than invest back in their own pre-existing textile industry which they perceived as 
lagging, the Government instead subsidised the import of second-hand clothing (locally 
named salaula) - solving an immediate unemployment shortage and material deprivation 
issue at the same time (p.33).  
Hansen Transberg (2004) reports that Zambians believe their Government stopped its 
supports to the local textile and clothing manufacturing industry and, - did not want to 
capitalise in the expensive machinery upgrades they required to reinitiate their traditional 
garment industry, and  have increased the taxation on raw products needed for production 
making it hard to survive as local textile producers. They also think their Government 
policy incentivises foreign investment (pp.302-303). The practice of wearing second-
hand however is wide-spread, with some Zambians, who do not have the time to come to 
the markets, or wish to avoid the attached stigma of buying second-hand, having pre-
selected clothing bought to them (p.305). 
Hansen Transberg (2004) writes that many people in SHC-receiving nations had lost 
manufacturing jobs and experienced public and private employment loss through other 
forms of government cuts and recession, they now make some money from the rag trade 
(p.303). With donated second-hand clothing displays and global fashion media 
circulation, their second-hand markets have started to look increasingly like the new 
clothing market (p.304). British cast-offs are transformed through localised wear, 
alteration, and ‘upcycling’ this clothing in ways which were described as reflective of 
localised dress sensibilities and innovative wearing of traditional style (Hansen Transberg 
2004, p.304, Siegle, 2011, p.226). Some displaced Zambian textile workers started 
specialising in larger sizes and non-standardised and customised items not available in 
the current market. Hansen Transberg write that the general consensus is Zambians prefer 
the second-hand stores prices’ and quality compared to what they perceive as their other 
available option, to extend their purchase of new fast fashion (2004, p.305).  
 
Regulatory Mechanisms for addressing the ‘problem of fast fashion’ 
The trans-national character of the fast fashion problem makes it hard to regulate. Voss 
et al. (2019) address the United Kingdom’s Modern Slavery Act application to the 
international fashion supply chain the Act’s implications within Sustainability 
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Development Goal (SGD) 8.7 Section 54. Their conclusions report that while there has 
been increasing compliance across the board, a significant number of businesses do not 
audit their business or file statements using a voluntary compliance mechanism. Much of 
the problem of addressing the exploitative labour conditions rampant in the fashion 
industry is the ‘nature of their supply chains’ (pp.61-62). The ‘lack of enforcement’ or 
‘meaningful penalties’ to those who do engage in bad practice and a lack of transparency 
and oversight reveal how this approach to eradicating exploitation in the United 
Kingdom’s fashion industry is not working (p.72).  
Writer Eliah English (2019) thinks that the SGD 8.7 framework or corporate social 
responsibility (CRS) mechanisms intended to address slavery in the fashion industry are 
not legally enforceable, they are ‘reflexive laws’ indicative of ‘neoliberal decision-
making’. English believes a more effective mechanism might be culpability for corporate 
‘criminal liability’ is a much more effective solution to the problem. English suggests that 
specific focused legislation which act in the collective interest as opposed to acting in 
‘corporates interests’ (p.131). He writes that corporations need to ‘be recalibrated to 
deliver positive rather than negative externalities’ such as ‘positive human rights within 
poor communities’ (p.132).  
 
Critiquing Fast Fashion from Slow Fashion 
Theoretical debates exist over how to regulate both the global garment manufacturing and 
the global second-hand clothing industry but most argue that you cannot just stop buying 
fast fashion or halt the international second-hand clothing trade as the workers in these 
nations have become reliant on this trade and do not have other income-earning options 
available. This argument illuminates that it is real human lives that are affected by policy 
decisions. It shows how entrenched we are in an unsustainable economic model, and how 
policy decisions must be handled with consideration and care as those with the least 
economic and social security are the same people who are most precariously positioned 
within the neoliberal model.  
The complexity of the way the term ‘recycling’ is used referring both to onshore recycling 
and exporting second-hand clothing distorts how globally sustainable textile recycling is 
actually configured. The pattern of national economies exporting second-hand clothing 
displaces the problem of fast fashion, it is not equitable as those who initially consume 
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the items are not taking responsibility for their consumption or what happens to the 
clothing they discard, it does not promote global equality as it feeds into historically-
situated social and economic inequalities, and it does not necessarily slow down the 
production of new fashion waste.  
This enmeshment of the industry and the precarity of those making new fast fashion and 
sorting through ‘Western recycling’ emphasise a need for just transitions, the introduction 
of more sustainable and potentially profitable alternative employment opportunities, and 
more consideration of how in a post-production economy people can engage their 
energies and time in an ecologically friendly yet economical manner. The issues involved 
are global resource distribution, positions to power within global economics, and the 
question of who currently has agency in this global dynamic to influence the economy 
and direct the lives of others? How do we extend agency and create localised initiatives 
which can reinvigorate geographically-situated communities from a culturally-aligned 
and grass-roots position? 
Stories about recycling, upcycling, and op-shopping are often used as social propaganda 
to create feel-good stories of agency and the creative fun and freedom of poverty easing 
the need to change an inherently unequal global economy and environment. We have to 
peel back the picture to see the under-painting, which is often the non-creative, not so 
feel-good realities of broken people processing and mending broken things. This global 
economic structure seems to push the problem further down the line and this is placing 
increasing precariousness on many of those involved in the actual hands-on processes of 
sorting, recycling, and upcycling this material. It is for this reason that this dissertation 
both examines the global dynamics of the fashion system and the initiatives of Dunedin 
clothing upcyclers. 
This chapter has laid out the connections between global garment factories, the 
international second-hand clothing trade. A systems-based approach was applied in line 
with Clark and Rottman’s (2017) emphasis on slow fashion being a systems-based 
framework for observing and disrupting fast fashion. This approach has similar intent to 
the ideas of sustainability writers who are assessing how to create circular economies to 
enable sustainability within a globalised framework (Sandin & Peters, 2018, p.355). 
In the next chapter this critique of global relations in fast fashion, particularly the way in 
which recycling, re-use and waste are circulated, is complemented with a more detailed 
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description of how various practices like upcycling might provide an alternative to these 
problematic dynamics.  
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Chapter Three  
Slow Fashion, Anti-Fashion and Critique 
 
Introduction: Fashion as Critique 
This chapter looks at the many and various ways that fashion practice and critique has 
been mobilised to address concerns about the global industry and how the problem of fast 
fashion, more specifically, has been resisted through the ideas and approaches of ‘slow 
fashion’. The chapter defines global slow fashion and clothing upcycling movements 
discussing how they relate to one another and together can elucidate the problem of fast 
fashion presenting sustainable alternatives oriented to shifting the industry. Reviewing 
these fashion theory principles in this chapter is crucial because of the way participants’ 
textile practices and upcycling processes respond to various features of these fashion 
approaches. These global discussions are a key element of the wider dialogue this thesis 
is creating between local and global action, as well as between personal insight and 
theoretical critique.  
Wilson (2010) writes that since the beginning of Western industrialisation in the 1880s, 
fashion movements have created challenge to the processes of capitalist forces, to cultural 
imperialism and to how cultural instruments and ideology separate humankind and the 
body from nature. Diverse movements, critiques and practices have questioned the way 
clothing is made, and how fashion functions, including matters of representation, 
relationships to others, and relationships to time, place and belonging. Fashion utilises 
these ideas through the practices of making and wearing to reflect aesthetics, taste, and 
social differentiation. Fashion is also utilised by practitioners, industry and government 
to direct social change yet theorists such as  Edelkoort (2015, BoF voices 2016) argue the 
fashion industry has lost its capacity to effectively drive social change due to corporate 
control of the industry creating fast-fashion production, human and environmental risk, a 
decreasing range of employment and creative potential within the industry, and a narrow 
view of what is considered fashion and who is considered fashionable  
Fashion movements have been pivotal in mapping Western gender, class and race 
movements that have shaped the history of the fashion industry and creative sector 
employment. The Western fashion system has also mapped Western culture’s relationship 
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to environments. This chapter reviews key themes and movements in this world of 
constant contestation. It starts with a consideration of historic western fashion movements 
response to capitalism and humanity and demonstrates how slow fashion fits into the 
cycle of social movements. The chapter then reviews key ideas and political positions like 
how these thinkers and theories perceive of the problem of fast fashion and the possible 
solutions. How much of the change happens at industry level, and how much it requires 
designer-practitioners working in the role of fashion activist to achieve this? An 
elaboration of these questions and framings enables a consideration of how grass-roots 
fashion actions might enact change at an institutional and societal level.  
 
Sections  
- History of Slow Fashion 
- Slow Fashion and Consumer Activism 
- Slow Fashion’s Relationship with Fast Fashion 
- Global Production Networks, Circular Economies, and Re-Localisation 
- Sustainable Fashion and Eco Fashion 
- Anti-Fashion 
- Fashion Revolution 
- Post-Humanism  
- Craftivism 
- Clothing Upcycling 
 
History of Slow Fashion 
Slow fashion takes its inspiration from fashion movements such as the Aesthetics and the 
Rational Dress Society of the 1880s in England where critics were sceptical of 
urbanisation, industrialisation, and capitalism, and responded by searching for the natural, 
healthy, and authentic self. There was a renaissance of these ideas in the Hippy Movement 
of the 1960s and 70s where fashion was employed to break down class, gender, and ethnic 
divisions. Western fashion began to embrace ethnic clothing, a more diverse selection of 
looks, and the home-made (Arnold, 2001, pp. 26-27). Conceptual fashion of the Hippy 
era was another influence on slow fashion where art school ‘drop-outs’ and local 
alternatives began experimenting with clothing and body as media. They utilised creative 
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talents to dress interestingly on a meagre budget with a mix of second-hand clothes, self-
styling, and hand-making (Arnold, 2001, pp. 27-28).  
Fashion scholarship during the 1990s analysed the impact of global forces on personal 
identity taking on ideas of social theorists such as Foucault to look at biopolitics and the 
effects of the fashion and beauty industry on female identity (Bordo, 1989; Bordo, 1993; 
Bartky, 2008). This was accompanied by insights from intersectional politics with writers 
such as bell hooks in her book Black Looks extending the critique to address appearance 
identity of black women living in America (hooks, 1992). Writers such as Judith Butler 
(1990) extended on Goffman’s (1961, 1969) ideas of the performance of self to include 
an understanding of the cultural construction of gender and sexuality through the cultural 
performance and construction of gender. Their critique included the ways in which 
clothing and adornment was also a key tool of this performance and construction.  
These ideas have been taken on by slow fashion and anti-fashion theorists such as Clark 
and Rottman (2017). Their rationale being that fashion has become an industry which 
dictates style rather than the more expansive postmodern performative turn, viewing 
fashion as clothing or adornment which all people wear as symbols of personal and social 
expression, distinction, and belonging. This reading opens up the potential of fashion and 
in doing so also questions the fashion industry on what it chooses to produce, present and 
market to the public. Alongside these theoretical insights into identity and performativity 
in the 1990s, other social researchers and human rights and labour rights organisations 
began to address more social structural concerns - as elaborated in the previous chapter. 
Polhemus (2011) writes that early definitions of the concept of ‘slow fashion’ were 
interpreted as ‘unfashionable’ dress by those who did not dress according to the values of 
global fashion trends but were instead dressing according to customary and religious 
beliefs which were thought to be fixed in tradition perceived of as evolving slowly  and 
therefore less capable dress forms for instigating social change (pp.42-43). This fashion 
discourse tended to position the West as being fashionable and ‘the rest’ as not having 
any distinctive fashion of their own. This was due to this conceptualisation of fashion 
being tied to Western developmental ideals where Western forms of capitalist 
arrangement and capitalist values such as class mobility and meritocracy would provide 
the mechanisms necessary to break down ethnic, religious and class distinctions (pp.81-
83) – leading to some form of fashionable coordinated classless utopia. Critical 
scholarship responds that capitalism has not produced economic equality or sociocultural 
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homogeneity. Capitalism has not entirely stopped the ‘slow fashion’ presentation of 
ethnic distinctions or expressions of localised culture either, even if globalising forces, 
such as the globalised Western fashion industry, are placing undeniable pressures on 
cultural diversity and local identity expression (Maynard 2004).  
The term ‘slow fashion’ gradually moved to be used to describe manufacturing and 
production methods, with a secondary focus on what was being produced from these 
methods, how it was worn, and how these factors combined to create fashion as personal 
and cultural identity. In this iteration, there is an implication that no population, or 
personal expression of dress, can sit fully outside the influence of Western fashion 
production methods. Especially, as Appadurai (1996) describes, we become more 
globally integrated through work, immigration, technology, and the media.  
Clark (2008) writes that the three main ingredients of slow fashion are to realign the 
relationship of people with industry, to enforce regulations that ensure human and 
environmental dignity and protection, and the establishment and regulation of transparent 
supply chains across the industry. Clark describes slow fashion as a systems-based 
approach requiring input from government, industry, and consumer (p.443). Clark lays 
out photographic biographies of localised slow fashion initiatives that are happening 
alongside her systems-oriented analysis. This text is performative as it provides a guide 
to re-orientate our conceptualisation of fashion and what the fashion industry could be, in 
order to reorient the fashion system.  
 
Slow Fashion’s Relationship with Fast Fashion  
The concept of slow fashion holds potential for a re-appraisal of fashion and a 
reorientation from the concept of ‘fashion’ to a concept of ‘clothing’. While slow fashion 
is intrinsically linked to fast fashion, Clark (2008) writes, that slow fashion is not simply 
the opposite of fast fashion, but a fashion-based theory which can analyse the internal 
features of the industry, move the industry along through progressively more sustainable 
alternatives, and can critique ‘bad fashion practice’. An example of this is the formalised 
‘slow fashion’ group Kate Fletcher belongs to, the Association of Critical Fashion 
Researchers (Kate Fletcher, 2019). Fletcher expresses that the group’s guiding principles 
is to shift the industry, to critique and also ultimately dismantle the fast fashion system. 
This makes it a movement which recognises that many of fast fashion’s manifestations 
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have been tied to globalised capitalist production but that theorists, and practitioners have 
an important role to play in resisting these dynamics. 
Slow Fashion as Consumer Awareness and Activism 
Brydges (2019) writes that while many consumers now recognise fashion sustainability 
as an important issue, even expressing that they want to shop in a different way, when it 
comes down to actual purchases, price talks (p.80). Canadian slow fashion designers have 
begun explaining their relatively ‘expensive’ prices to the potential customer as a ‘cost-
per-wear’, emphasising the false economy of buying cheap clothes that you feel 
indifferent about on purchase and will not want tomorrow (p.80). 
Jane Milburn (2017) describes the slow fashion toolkit as buying less, supporting ethical 
designers, buying local, eco, second-hand, and making clothing yourself (p.103)). Siegle 
(2011) writes that in the United Kingdom less than three percent of the pre-2011 personal 
fashion budget was spent on mending – but suggested that with only ten percent of a 
clothing budget spent on wardrobe management (repairs, care, buying better) one could 
achieve the ‘perfect wardrobe’ (p.306). Siegle describes making your own clothes as the 
ultimate in creating the ‘perfect wardrobe’ as you have agency as both designer and 
stylist. She admits that being sustainable fashion-wise is not an easy pursuit and that there 
are times when attempts to be more sustainable can be financially costly and time-
consuming and frustrating (p. 312). 
Gwilt (2019, p.98) and Siegle (2011, p.18) write that the 2008 recession saw the 
escalation of bargain basement apparel stores in Britain. Siegle adds that the recession 
also led to an increase in fashion activism by consumers, evidenced in the rising 
prevalence of clothing swapping across the West (p.308). There was also a rise in the 
popularity of knitting, weaving and spinning classes, and an upsurge in the market for 
kitset crafts (p.314). Siegle states that the media reflected and amplified this shift with 
broadcasting evolving from extreme make-over formats to shows helping the consumer 
customise clothing bought from the High Street. Siegle emphasised that this was not a 
revolutionary shift away from fast fashion (p.315) but it was a shift which enabled people 
to view looking good and engaging in fashion not as a matter of changing themselves to 
fit a tightly prescribed look, but rather as an enjoyable practice all people have access to, 
where one ‘performs clothing or fashion’ through tailoring and wearing clothing items to 
proudly reflect one’s social and visual distinction.  
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Global Production Networks, Circular Systems, and the Re-Localisation of 
Industry 
Payne and Ferrero-Regis (2018) write that the 2008 Financial Crash - particularly in 
America and Europe, was accompanied by the relocalisation of production as a strategy 
to accommodate the disconnection and upheaval experienced through the processes of 
globalisation (p.181). In the Canadian context, Brydges (2019) writes, local artisans are 
working toward creating a local slow fashion scene despite lack of government supports, 
a hollowed-out industry and a limited clientele. The alternative option to mass-production 
for these designers is to tailor themselves to the high-end market of local artisanal 
producers competing with many others for a small client-base (p.79). Neoliberalisation in 
Canada has witnessed expansion of global luxury brands and chain-discount clothing 
stores, Brydges describing this shift in consumption as the narrowing of the Canadian 
middle-income clothing market as wealthier consumers trade up and ‘consumers in 
regions of slower economic growth’ trade-down to discount fashion. Brydges also 
comments on the shrinking of Canadian employment in the textile and clothing 
manufacturing and production sector accompanied but the expansion of Canadian 
employment in fashion retailing (pp.78-79).  
In fact, Siegle (2011) writes prices have been made cheap (pp.26-27). To pay the ‘real 
value’ of garment design and manufacture of a slow fashion item is a substantial shift for 
the public, one perhaps not financially achievable for many people, so Brydges (2019) 
writes that clothing designers and textile artisans in many localised settings are struggling 
to pursue their skill sets and provide income to support themselves and their families 
(p.80). Brydges writes that in Canada smaller locally and nationally-owned clothing 
businesses who catered to middle-income retailers have not been able to compete due to 
scale, and businesses have folded or been amalgamated into larger holdings (pp.78 - 79).  
Reports show much of the high-end market; the global luxury brands, and the low-end 
discount chains, are produced in the same factories using the same manufacturing models. 
Siegle writes that she never recognised the importance of the middle clothing market until 
Britain lost it. She now thinks it was the closest to a large-scale sustainable industry 
Britain has had (p.25). Kate Fletcher in conversation with Claire Press expresses that the 
circular system of recycling has geographical limitations, working well on the household 
level but not easily upscaled to the macro level (Fletcher, 2019).  
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Sustainable Fashion and Eco Fashion 
Sustainable fashion is described by Alison Gwilt as a ‘cradle to the grave approach’ or 
the search for a ‘closed-loop system’ (Gwilt, 2014, pp. 19-20). Sandin and Peters (2018) 
point to a number of ways the term ‘closed-loop’ or ‘open-loop’ are applied to various 
contexts of the textile recycling field (p.355). Siegle (2011) writes, it is the scale of the 
industry, the lack of global regulations to monitor and enforce appropriate standards and 
the ability for conglomerates to control this market and manipulate consumers that is 
driving this production trend. This method of clothing production and consumption, 
results in a vast amount of clothing not even being worn before being disposed of and 
many other items worn only a handful of times (pp.228-230). As many food distributers 
have shifted or extended their investment into clothing distribution it hints at the 
predominant problem of fashion sustainability being one of wider global industry 
mechanisms and dynamics as opposed to the ideology and practices of the fashion 
industry specifically (pp.26-32).  
Siegle (2011) writes that fast fashion creates environmental concerns due to the toxic 
chemicals used, the quantity of water required and 2011 figures reporting 17- 20% of 
world-wide water pollution being created from the 70 chemicals released while dyeing 
fabric (p.304). Sandin and Peters (2018) write while natural fibres do not release toxins 
and can decompose, cotton is argued to be one of the most damaging production methods 
using large amounts of water, chemicals, and often exploitative labour practices (p.354). 
Wool is now arguably the most ecologically-friendly fibre especially if produced from 
raw, locally-sourced fleece. Wool is expensive to produce meaning wool and other eco-
friendly fibres are too expensive for many people and not an easily manufacturing process 
to upscale.  
Kate Fletcher (2019) and Clark (2008, p.430) emphasise that the majority of production 
needs to be localised to be effectively sustainable. Fletcher (2019) also mentions that 
although sustainability has many limitations as a theory, we are immersed within a 
capitalist production mode so it is better to work through transitional ideas that can move 






Eco fashion tries to step outside the capitalist framing of sustainability which has much 
in common with post-human approaches to fashion outlined following. Eco clothing 
emphasises the hygiene of dressing more naturally. Like the fashion movements of the 
1880s and the 1960s -1970s to strip down the urbanised, commercialised, and encultured 
ways people dress, back to an ‘authentic self’ through a deeper connection to the body. 
They believe, as the Aesthetics did, that the aligned body will then produce a culture 
which is aligned to the natural world (Arnold, 2001, pp.26-31). 
 
Anti-Fashion 
Ted Polhemus (2011) gives a definition of anti-fashion as costume, and as a slow-moving 
fashion which seeks continuity over time through the repetition of localised and status 
quo social arrangements. This style of clothing is meant to relate closely to its geography 
and have a localised and stylistic repertoire that acts as an in-house registry or grammar 
which is not universal. This definition of anti-fashion matches many of the modern 
features of slow fashion. 
Polhemus (2011) views fashion as associated with fast-moving trends which seek to 
constantly challenge the status quo and group differentiation through extending global 
access to a universal register which the savvy fashionista can incorporate into their 
palette. Those who can afford these constantly changing styles are viewed as sophisticated 
and successful in their ability to read this fashion language and replicate it, but replication 
does not necessarily entail an increased play or freedom through clothing. Fashion’s 
supposed freedoms follow the logic of a capitalist society and economic structure being 
more capable of providing people with more personal determination, social mobility, and 
social power than a non-capitalist or pre-capitalist system could. Caste systems, tribal 
affiliations, and religious and nationalistic values are thought to stifle individual freedoms 
to fully utilise clothing as personal expression rather than being viewed as integral aspects 
of our identity and social differentiation, as traditions that people want to express and 
continue.  
Contemporary anti-fashion theory can be read as an extension of this clothing 
conservativism in its wish to return to a nostalgic past where a person had a more essential 
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life connected to their local environment and to nature, and a closer connection to the 
forces of production. However anti-fashion is clearly part of fashion’s original tenants to 
use clothing as a canvas to express human personal identity and political and aesthetic 
considerations. These social movements or contemporary political considerations 
challenge the idea that new means better or that ‘new age’ sustainability is an old-
fashioned or conservative option.  
Polhemus (2011) states that the way fashion styles are recycled over the eras indicates 
that fashion ideas are essentially never ‘new’ (p.34). His text recognises fashion trends 
and change occurs spatio-temporally within costume as part of a logical progression and 
development, and as a function of costume to also differentiate between social groups, 
while also allowing for self-differentiation within groups. This function of costume can 
also be seen in the way ethnic and religious diaspora may adapt their clothing and 
appearance as residents living in Westernised cultures and/or due to the influence of the 
Western global fashion system. In this sense, costume or clothing hybridisation is 
essential in fostering the continuation of diaspora identity and contemporary expressions 
of ethnic, religious, cultural, and personal identity within a changing and increasingly 
globalised and commercialised world.  
I believe the way the term anti-fashion is used now has moved this fashion/anti-fashion 
binary forward such as in Lidewij Edelkoort’s (2015) manifesto Anti-Fashion: a 
manifesto for the next decade. While anti-fashion can be viewed as embracing localised 
identity, it is also a global western movement for embracing more locally-resonant 
identity in a structured set of ways. Polhemus (2011) argues within fashion theory anti-
fashion has traditionally been considered to enforce group divisions and fashion to break 
them down. I posit fashion is it operates currently can be argued to enforce and create 
social divisions and forms of anti-fashion, such as upcycling, an antidote. In a point re-
iterated throughout the research, Edelkoort emphasises that the speed of fast fashion 
severely constrains designer creativity. Economic survival as a designer within this 
globalised system necessitates being a ‘must-have’ global brand where lines can be 
rapidly and cheaply manufactured, produced, distributed, and disposed of. This results in 
design time and design potential being severely reduced Edelkoort’s definition of anti-
fashion summarises its agenda being to slow down the pace of people’s lives, question 
meaning and value, increase creativity, and to minimise fashion consumption and 
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environmental destruction. These fashion approaches can help challenge traditional and 
capitalist social differentiation along many sociocultural and economic divisions. 
 
Fashion Revolution 
The Fashion Revolution movement formed predominately as a response to the Rana Plaza 
Disaster in 2013 which resulted in the deaths of 1132 and injuring over 2500 Bangladeshi 
garment factory workers, the majority female (Fashion Revolution website). It 
highlighted the people behind the ‘invisible production methods’ of the global fashion 
industry (Clark & Rottman, 2017, p.59). The disaster and its mediation created a direct 
link to the Western consumer connecting their clothing consumption to the conditions of 
global garment workers placing the culpability with the consumer as much as the 
companies responsible for contracting (p.191).  
The hierarchical structure of this movement aims to encourage the voice and actions of 
localised textile and fashion communities discussing their labour situation and lived 
realities within a broad and supportive global group. It works as a platform for global 
players to question textile and fashion conditions in their local environment and see how 
these localised patterns fit into the global picture. It is a movement to create solidarity 
and action on the rights of textile and fashion workers and to give value to localised textile 
culture. One such example is their ‘who made my clothing?’ campaign aimed to educate 
people to become conscious fashion consumers who make the connection between their 
use of clothing as a form of personal expression and the working conditions of the people 
who manually construct these icons of Westernised personal liberty.  
Striepe (2014) writes that we are at a point in capitalist production where people have lost 
skills and knowledge of how to make clothing for themselves. Those promoting 
‘craftivism’ (craft as activism) are aware of the politics of clothing and textiles and textile 
making in a neoliberal age and are encouraging conversations around the subject. One 
such important topic is how global fashion production in the Developing world has 
contributed to unemployment in the textile and fashion sector in the West (von Busch, 
2014; Gwilt et al. 2019). 
The idea of fostering localised textile action relates to my research participants who are 
challenging the conditions of developing world female garment workers and at the same 
time questioning their own conditions as clothing and textile workers, designers and 
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artists within Dunedin and New Zealand. Consciousness in the era of global citizenry 
promotes identities which connect to issues of local environment, personal circumstances 
and how these matters play out on the national, regional, and international stage. Using 
methods which maximise engagement across the industry, addressing the human and 
environmental ethics of the global fashion industry, and promoting the idea that if we are 
serious about human rights and levelling the economic and social playing field, 
organisations must distribute and retain a broad power base which facilitates ground-up 
decision making.  
To understand how the Fashion Revolution movement operates using both slow fashion 
and anti-fashion understandings leads to a recognition of how these movements are 
activating the public. They also show the influence of non-human factors in directing 
cultural change which leads to a summary of a growing post-humanist turn in 
contemporary understandings of clothing and fashion.  
 
Post-Humanism in Fashion 
Annamari Vanska (2018) offers a perspective which advances further into the global 
sustainability argument by de-centring the human subject. Vanska offers a post-human 
critique on fashion expanding the field of slow fashion further by taking an animal ethics 
and human-animal relations approach questioning how one person’s pet poodle can be 
afforded more human rights than another person does. This theory understands the earth 
as a natural system and views humans place in it not as a separated and elevated life form 
but as inter-connected cogs in a larger living entity. Vanska suggests humans are strong 
causal agents to the conditions of the earth, other humans, and the rest of the earth’s 
inhabitants and as such we should be making decisions that ensure the protection and 
rights of all living entities.  
A post-humanist approach links the two broad areas of slow fashion and anti-fashion and 
their perspectives on the role of practitioners and designers to educate and activate the 
public on the problems of fast-fashion, the untapped potential application of textiles and 
textile processes, and the powerful effect reclaiming our clothes and dress can have on 
disrupting the fashion system.  
Viewing human history and cultural change as a cyclic process happening in conjunction 
with other life-cycles and industrial cycles sets up a parallel politics to the way early 
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craftivist movements of the late 1800s (discussed at the beginning of the chapter) 
responded to industrialisation, and how similar approaches and manual processes are 
being recycled in today’s textile and fashion craftivist movements.  
 
Craftivism 
Another pathway into the alternative and resistance politics of fashion is through 
‘craftivism’. Stella Lange (2019) explains craftivism as crafters exercising their 
autonomy through ‘what they make and show to the world’ (p.33) making craft an activist 
pursuit. Lange explains the link between more obtuse forms of activism such as public 
protests theorist Sharon Black has named ‘loud activism’, with craftivism named as ‘quiet 
activism’. Black claims many people do not have the time, money, or ability to partake 
in public protest adding that public protest has a social and gendered bias contributing to 
differential social costs of participation for various members of society (p.34). The 
subtlety of craftivism does not mean ‘quiet’ acts are not acts of resistance that alter the 
direction of personal and societal life. Craftivism is also labelled as ‘embodied activism’ 
linking back to definitions of slow fashion and eco fashion, to reconnect the person with 
the body and the body to environment through less enculturated patterns of dress.  
Addie Martindale discusses craftivism and women’s motivations to sew clothing for 
themselves in her 2017 doctoral dissertation. Martindale researched women recruited 
through on-line slow fashion sites around the State of Iowa, United States of America 
asking them questions as to why they made their own clothing, and how this was 
facilitated online. Participants relayed the empowerment they gained making their own 
clothes, sharing the experience online, and being part of a supportive community. They 
experienced the act of making for themselves as both an act of rebellion and individuation 
that they did not experience when buying from the rack (Martindale, 2017). 
Von Busch (2014, p.78) writes that since the beginning of the 21st century people have 
developed a renewed interest in ‘crafting’ and ‘do-it-yourself’ movements which connect 
to earlier forms of resistance culture. He thinks we discuss objects predominately as 
reified aesthetic objects not leaving conceptual space for understanding the way objects 
relate to people in space. Von Busch understands consumers’ adherence to fashion as our 
lack of courage in taking our own power: 
42 
Fashion may be an identity struggle between belonging and independence, but 
it is a struggle manifested as part of our social skin, and it is often made from 
materials open to our intervention (von Busch, 2014, p. 80). 
Von Busch views the craftivism movement as more than a play with identity but as an 
‘act of civil disobedience’ and ‘a resistance to being governed’. This relates back to a 
recognition in contemporary academic research of the importance of understanding 
people’s embodied experiences of the world. Clark and Rottman emphasise this point 
expressing that more ethnographic fashion research into consumers micro-worlds is 
needed in order to analyse the way people relate individually to fashion items and beauty 
and fashion marketing (2017, p.189).  
 
Clothing Upcycling 
As introduced in Chapter 1, the idea of ‘upcycling’ exists as part of this wider set of 
practices and critiques of the problem of fast fashion. For this thesis, it is a central idea, 
and so is worth re-visiting to explore how it sits within this wider group of practices and 
political initiatives. Author Alison Gwilt (2014) writes that the term ‘upcycling’ 
originated from interior and product design before being adopted within fashion and is 
not a measured term (pp.61). She describes upcycling as: 
…a term to describe the technique of upgrading and adding value to a product 
or material that may otherwise be discarded. 
Gwilt explains clothing upcycling’s application adding: 
[t]he technique can be applied in the design and manufacture of a new 
garment or be used to refurbish or remanufacture an existing garment. (p.146). 
Clothing upcycling is not simply recycling, which generally reduces use value or at least 
rechanges it; upcycling is the notion that you can increase the value of unwanted or 
devalued materials to give them more use and relevance than they had in their previous 
state. It can go as far as taking things that have never worked and putting them to best 
effect. 
Upcycling can be enacted through or the act of designing, sewing, styling, performance, 
community, and the strengthening of the human relationship to structural restraints 
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through fashion practice. Upcycling is also difficult to narrowly define as it is 
interconnected with many other fashion movements and textile processes.  
Upcycling is connected to ‘restyling’ (Brown, 2013), embellishing (Nicol, 2012), 
mending, altering, revamping, patchwork, making your own clothes, hacktivism, 
craftivism (von Busch, 2014), slow clothing (Clark, 2008), anti-fashion (Edelkoort, 
2015), sustainable fashion (Fletcher, 2019), eco-fashion , zero-waste design, to fashion 
movements such as Fashion Revolution, to fashion  and to many sustainable life-style 
movements.  
Like sustainable and slow fashion, upcycling also considers the relationship between 
design, construction, industry production, and consumer demand examining all parts of 
the textile process, how materials are grown and manufactured, how garments are 
designed and distributed, how they are marketed and purchased, and how they are worn 
and disposed of.  
Upcycling targets ‘end-of-life’ garments, but also involves the production of garments 
and textile objects from an ‘end-of-life’ or ‘extension of life’ position. An early and 
influential writer on the topic of slow fashion, Hazel Clark (2008) believes slow fashion 
ideas and practices need to be taken on by designers, makers, industry, and the public to 
be effective fashion tools. I consider all the theories in this chapter to sit within the slow 
fashion umbrella. It is also an effective broader term that the public can identify being so 
familiar with the term fast fashion. von Busch describes it as, “[a]n act conventional 
designers cannot be bothered with”, writing that, ‘the conventional designer cannot afford 
to upcycle’ (von Busch, 2014). My interpretation of this quote is the premise that the 
fashion industry and the world cannot afford not to seriously consider clothing upcycling 
and waste textiles as the new position in which to start the fashion design process.  
 
Conclusion 
The review in this chapter has shown that resistance and alternatives to dominant 
dynamics in the global fashion industry take many, potentially-overlapping, forms. The 
critique and resistance to fast fashion is partly collected together under the umbrella of 
slow fashion, but it is a resistance movement that is enacted in multiple ideas and 
practices. Upcycling, in this review, seems to draw on many of these and in the upcoming 
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chapters, many of these influences can be seen in the actions and motivations of locally-
situated practitioners.  
Most of these fashion theories and approaches demand that we understand fashion 
practices and politics as they take shape in response to temporally and historically-
situated localities in dialogue with global forces. Therefore, the next chapter looks at 
contemporary socio-economic shifts in New Zealand’s political landscape before 
providing an overview of the history of contemporary fashion and clothing upcycling in 




New Zealand Fashion 
 
Introduction 
This chapter on New Zealand fashion provides some very important historical context to 
the contemporary manifestations of slow fashion and textile and clothing upcycling in 
New Zealand. A brief history of New Zealand fashion will plot the problems of textile 
workers’ rights at the beginning of the twentieth century, the success of New Zealand 
fashion in the 1990s, and the situation of industry, personal creativity, ethics and 
economic sustainability for contemporary fashion designers, textile artists and textile 
crafters in Aotearoa. These histories and wider national concerns are an important context 
for actions and practices of the upcycling practitioners who speak in the following 
chapters. 
The chapter will briefly review New Zealand economy changes under neoliberalism, 
before reviewing historic fashion industry concerns and political actions. The chapter 
proceeds to Molley and Larner’s analysis of the global and national politico-economic 
influences on New Zealand fashion from the 1990s to today. This analysis connects to 
McRobbie’s analysis of the entrepreneurial opportunities and the precarity experienced 
by those employed in the fashion and textiles sector. The chapter then addresses the 
second-hand textile trade between New Zealand and Papua New Guinea.  
Next, the 2019 Tearfund report on the ethical ratings of New Zealand designers is 
reviewed including designers’ responses showing tensions within implementing slow 
fashion approaches, the ‘New Zealand-Made label and the processes of global garment 
manufacturing. I then move to an analysis of the contemporary Dunedin slow fashion 
movement with representations from the local fashion industry, designer-practitioners 
and via public support. The chapter will conclude  with an analysis of local textile and 
clothing upcycling and slow fashion designer-practitioner approaches to making clothing 
to understand why they work in this way, how they structure their practice, and how do 
market factors and economics influence their ability to work with these processes and 
methods.    
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Neoliberalism and New Zealand 
Neoliberalism and its resultant social and economic inequalities have altered New 
Zealand’s social and economic character, where the once prided ostensible egalitarian 
status of the 1970s (Hyman, 2017; Nolan, 2007) is now one which is conspicuously 
segregated by class and ideological groupings (Kelsey, 2015). Even if New Zealand’s 
prior egalitarianism was assumed more than real, those discourses no longer circulate in 
the face of open inequalities and disadvantages for many groups in New Zealand.  
Jane Kelsey (2015) writes that neoliberalism has been conspicuous within New Zealand’s 
politico-economic policies since 1984 and has been facilitated through a reduction of state 
activities in social and economic life and a turn towards ‘market-rule’ as a guiding 
rationale for both social and economic life. This has re-oriented economic activity 
towards investment aimed at fast returns – characterised by the post-manufacturing 
industries of finance, insurance, and real estate. This shift has had direct effects on the 
fashion industry. The impact of various global free-trade agreements and national 
economic fixtures has resulted in textile manufacturing closures, and garment production 
costs have increasingly been minimised via off-shoring production, increasing 
technological inputs, or up-scaling. Rashbrooke (2013) expresses that New Zealand has 
witnessed market-led social and employment reorganisation. Shand (2010) expresses that 
there has also been a reduction in both state support and investment in the arts since the 
1980s. 
Rashbrooke (2013) writes that ‘material poverty is undeniable and severe’ within New 
Zealand and that this poverty effects all New Zealander’s as so many are without the 
income for the essentials in life it is a matter of inequality too (p.7). Since 2009 
Rashbrooke writes 50% of New Zealanders have no personal saving and are reliant on 
their next pay (p.32). New Zealand has globally the largest reported income inequality 
(p.30) and this inequality deteriorates ‘social bonds’, creates ‘widening divisions’, and 
undermines social and economic chances (p.14). Rashbrooke adds that globalisation 
mechanisms have played their part in the reduction of the New Zealand job market 
through ‘increased productivity, mass-production, the sub-contracting process, and 
through the ‘use of technology’ (p.31). Despite these globalising factors Rashbrooke 
posits governments can recalibrate their national economies to ‘make a difference to 
inequality’ but that public pressure has the potential to shift public policy (p.34). 
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More recently, there have been numerous flow-on effects from the reforms of the 1980s. 
When the global financial crisis (GFC) of 2008 hit, global production and free market 
principles had reached the point where it was no longer easy to operate as a creative 
practitioner in New Zealand. If you were heralded as a successful designer or artist you 
were seen as a national icon, otherwise public attitude as dictated by economic 
rationalisation indicated that you should ‘find yourself a real job’. All of the practitioners 
in this narrative have experienced working as precarious creative producers in the post-
2008 economic environment. Interviews all took place before the 2020 economic crisis 
had started to take shape. Consequently, although this dissertation was largely completed 
during the COVID-19 lock-down, those events are not covered in this narrative. 
 
History of New Zealand and Dunedin Fashion 
Dunedin has a long involvement in garment manufacturing and at the turn of the twentieth 
century was at the heart of textile employment disputes, with issues of worker safety and 
poor pay echoed in today’s industry conflicts. With the aid of Reverend Rutherford 
Wardell, the Dunedin Seamstress Union, the first formalised women’s union in the world, 
initiated an inquiry into New Zealand garment factory conditions, resulting in the passing 
of the anti-sweating law of 1890. Nolan and Harper (1993) and Tolerton (2010) write that 
this law and the actions taken to bring it into effect had influence beyond New Zealand 
shores. It is ironic that the current dynamics of precarious work in creating garments in 
Dunedin take place in the site of these landmark reforms over a century earlier.  
 
90s Fashion Heyday   
In an influential analysis of the New Zealand fashion industry, authors Larner and 
Maureen Molloy (2009) wrote that women’s global labour has generally been addressed 
through the lens of the Third World or poor, exploited garment worker and the female 
First World consumer. They have not recognised the role and history of female workers 
within the first world formal economy and how this is linked to globalisation. Larner and 
Molloy’s research on the history of the New Zealand designer fashion industry shows it 
has been considered a note-worthy example of fashion success. The way the designers 
organised their businesses and the way the ‘new economy’ operated in New Zealand 
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during the 2000s resulted in a range of roles within the New Zealand fashion sector all 
dominated by women (p.37). The ‘new economy’ has altered the way people view ‘the 
nature of work’ and “… how these changes underpin changes in relations of both 
production and consumption” (p.36). 
Larner and  Molley (2009) write that in New Zealand successive governments adapted  
economic policy in the late 1990s and early 2000s following from the loss of domestic 
manufacturing and large industry relocation during the 1980s and 1990s. Their response 
to was to grow small export-oriented businesses. Global development policies of the 
1990s aimed to align women’s work into the formal economy: - the government 
supporting its creative and fashion industry through import tariffs, export incentives, and 
start-up loans which all shaped the successes of fashion design in the 2000s. - Even during 
this period, it was still known as an industry with a well-recognised high failure rate 
(p.50).  
In 1999, New Zealand fashion was receiving international attention at London Fashion 
Week with the ‘NZ four – World, Nom*D, Zambesi and Karen Walker’ (p.37). New 
Zealand utilised its national fashion’s distinction as a tool to promote pride in national 
identity (pp.43-44). This gave the New Zealand fashion designer ‘the double-burden of 
economic development’ and cultural exemplar’ (pp.37-38). At this time, the New Zealand 
government applied trade incentives to the national fashion industry as it viewed the New 
Zealand industry as projecting the innovative entrepreneurial face of New Zealand and 
its capacity to act as a world leader in the knowledge sector.  
Looking at the New Zealand fashion industry successes of this era amidst globalising 
forces Larner and Molloy (2009) emphasise how networks and supportive government 
mechanisms were essential to this success. As these designers were encouraged to design 
at export capacity, how much of these designers’ class mobility come against the 
‘massified and de-individualised’ garment workers? (p.49) With further outsourcing of 
manufacture throughout neoliberalism (p.50) Larner and Molloy stress the strong role 
‘aestheticization and stylization’ in the Western workplace has had on the rise of 
contemporary New Zealand middle-market fashion (p.49). 
Weller (2014) reinforces Molley and Larner’s (2009) observation that the New Zealand 
fashion success story of the 2000s was connected to the period of globalisation and 
neoliberal government’s interest in promoting cultural industries. This success was 
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heavily reliant on national price advantages and protection from global competition. 
Weller writes that as these protections have been lost in the New Zealand fashion industry. 
Molley also argues that this is why it is important to assess fashion practitioners’ practices 
in a globalised economic context as well as addressing national economic and trade policy 
(p.734).  
Many fashion theorists and textile practitioners are calling for a new version of globalised 
trade which sets up some forms of protectionism for local industry and practice, in many 
respects to down-scale and relocalise manufacturing and production. These approaches 
include a communal wrestling with corporate powers and administration and a wish to 
adapt industry in a way that also ensures human and environmental wellbeing for all 
involved in fashion production, that textiles and fashion remains a globally and locally 
vital industry. 
 
New Zealand Contemporary Fashion  
Dunedin has an important history as a centre for New Zealand fashion, with the iD 
Fashion Week and the Dunedin Fashion School anchoring the city as a high-profile 
element of the fashion industry. Dunedin has a long history as a breeding ground for 
upcoming artists and creatives and a size and pace that facilitates fusions between 
artforms from individuals trying their hand at a mixture of mediums, to a group approach 
where people’s various talents are brought together. This history of creativity, eccentricity 
and intellectualism in Dunedin matches a small local economy, a rural geography with a 
dispersed population, comparatively low living costs, and high unemployment and 
underemployment. This creates the time, space, and environment for new invention. 
Dunedin is also a city wrapped around its university, resulting in a general public with a 
degree of intellectual inquiry. This means Dunedin and Otago have the ability to change 
the fashion conversation and implement creative initiatives for practitioners and 
community to explore these issues through discussion and hands-on learning. 
 
Current Fashion Situation  
New Zealand and Dunedin’s current fashion environment is described by those in the 
industry as one that is increasingly difficult for designers to make ethical clothing and 
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create financially viable fashion businesses. At the Fashion Fluid Conference held in 
Dunedin in March 2019 there was a panel discussion I attended on the future of New 
Zealand fashion sustainability between fashion educators, designers, and New Zealand 
fashion promoter Murray Bevan. Bevan laid out the story of a struggling industry where 
media promotions were now often conducted via on-line platforms by the designer 
themselves, with constant engagement required and a changing global fashion climate 
witnessed by the increased number of ‘seasons’ per year. Bevan said stories of New 
Zealand fashion designers closing up were increasingly common-place, yet around ten 
new fashion designers were initiating start-up businesses every year. He commented that 
the New Zealand economy is so small that most fashion graduates are leaving upon 
graduation and setting up in bigger locations which offer more opportunities for fashion 
success (Swale, et al., 2019, pp. 107-108).  
 
Textile Recycling 
There are examples across New Zealand of recycling of clothing and materials. For 
example, another speaker from the Fashion Fluid Conference discussed above was 
Bernadette Casey from The Formary. The Formary have been researching textile 
recycling of many different fibre construction and dye particle removal. They have also 
worked with many groups to address fabric recycling and upcycling initiatives. They are 
amalgamating their efforts currently working with some large-scale clothing and apparel 
firms to look for ways to regulate textile disposal investigating increased Government 
and corporate responsibility and bringing the public’s clothing consumption into the 
equation with a consumer by-back scheme. 
 New Zealand sustainable fashion researcher Jennifer Whitty claims we needs to redirect 
our ‘linear consumption model’ discussing the Space Between, a project she co-designed 
with Holly McQuillan to promote ‘innovative micro-fashion’ practices and question how 
to design larger scale ‘circular models’ which would cater  to a larger number of people 
than current models do. In one project they are working with the New Zealand Post’s 
retired uniforms previously being sent to Papua New Guinea or to New Zealand landfill. 
Space Between also work with a not-for-profit organisation named Earth Link, which 
helps those lacking skills or employment through volunteering (Whitty, 2019, pp. 206-
207).  
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Writers Nolan and Bick, et al. (2019) in Chapter Two express that the sorting of second-
hand textiles and textile-waste is performed in marginalised spaces and that this is a wide-
scale problem across the industry. While volunteers may wish to increase skills and be 
socially involved when they undertake clothing upcycling, there is a tendency in this 
capitalist approach to dealing with the problem of fashion waste, to use volunteer and 
low-wage ‘unskilled’ labour in order to reduce the expenditure while addressing the 
problem of fashion waste and this approach does not adequately assess or change the 
inequalities inherent to the fashion system or for textile waste management.  
This history helped inform some of the questions I asked participants explained in the 
previous methodology section. It is also relevant to the difficulties they expressed in the 
research in terms of accessing adequate support structures, teaching classes, utilising 
volunteer labour, volunteering their time and finding a place in the market for their style 
of working and social engagement. Participants mention these points in their interviews, 
of their own upcycling time not being reimbursed in monetary terms, of many poorer 
people’s inability to have effective social involvement and to afford good quality 
clothing, and how they chose to share and exchange through their works, including their 
critique on the tensions involved.  
 
New Zealand’s Second-Hand Clothing Exports to Papua New Guinea 
In her 2018 dissertation discussing New Zealand’s second-hand clothing trade to Papua 
New Guinea, Maria Hernandez-Curry utilizes a Pacifica ‘talanoa’ framework examining 
the relationships and actors within New Zealand’s second-hand trade with Papua New 
Guinea. She reports that in 2017 New Zealand sent 8,200 tonnes of SHC to Papua New 
Guinea. She describes its popularity among the local public but also stresses Watson et 
al’s (2016) observations concerning the ‘negative impact on local clothing manufacture’ 
and the ‘negative environmental repercussions, particularly for countries with poor waste 
management infrastructure’. She also emphasises Farrant et al’s (2010) salient point that 
the exportation of second-hand clothing from developed countries can ‘mask the true 
global cost and prevalence of over-production and over-consumption of clothing’ (p.12).  
Papua New Guinean sorters, interviewed in her study, suggested New Zealanders make 
sure they only sent good quality clothing (pp.67-68); cutting against slow fashion advice 
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for Westerners to mend clothing. They were surprised New Zealand, as a nation, did not 
know more about the clothing they were sending to Papua New Guinea (p.71).  
Sorters interviewed said that the trade ‘gave people an opportunity to feel good about 
themselves regardless of their circumstances’ quoted as “second-hand clothes are for 
everyone, not just people who are working.” (p.65) This statement demonstrates the level 
of material need with second-hand perceived as something for working people whereas 
in Western cultures it is often perceived as something for the poor and/or unemployed. 
Another sorter expressed that “it helps us in our daily income” (p.66) with multiple 
references within Hernandez-Curry’s text on the numerous activities sorters engaged in 
and the myriad of items they were making, selling, and exchanging. The author also raises 
concerns about Papua New Guinea’s reliance on the SHC trade and suggests that this 
could possibly stifle other development possibilities (p.77). Hernandez-Curry suggests 
many steps necessary to creating a more balanced and sustainable trading including 
further auditing, the mandatory disclosure of nation’s trade figures, opening up 
monopolies in the trade, and product stewardship which tracked the life-cycle of items 
and mitigated for the textile waste and land-fill produced (p.79).  
 
The ‘New Zealand Made’ Label 
An important fashion response to ameliorating the kinds of effects of globalisation and 
fast fashion detailed in the previous chapter has been re-localisation. This can be achieved 
through both a national governmental response and a local practitioner-driven response. 
One method that governments in countries such as New Zealand, Australia and Canada 
have employed is enacting ‘country of origin’ labelling. This claim of national ownership 
and manufacture is a difficult task under current terms of trade operating in a free-market 
global economy. National textile manufacturing industries have been hollowed out and 
the cost of Western wages often makes local products comparatively expensive in relation 
to mass-produced products on the market and are out of the price range of many 
consumers. Country of origin labelling is used to motivate domestic sales and also acts as 
a form of glocalisation - to sell artisan products on the global market (Brydges, 2019, 
pp.80-81). 
Relating to the definition of ‘crafter-practitioner’ outlined in Chapter Six (Gale & Kaur 
2002), many forms of localism and glocalism seek to retain or reinvest in localised skill 
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sets and knowledge bases thought threatened through the process of global mass-
production. Although many of country of origin products are produced locally, products 
do not have to be manufactured within the country to claim this distinction (p.77). The 
criteria for achieving status is often ambiguous and undisclosed (Brydges, 2019; Nadkani, 
2018; Roscoe, 2018). This is a point which relates to my use of the term ‘designer’ to 
describe participants’ practices. They design and construct their own upcycled pieces. 
The changes they made to their pre-existing materials were substantial with shared 
ownership or acknowledgement given for others’ work with much substantial ‘design’ 
invested in the fabrics and garments they upcycled. 
 
Tearfund Report 2019 
In 2019, the charity Tearfund issued a report into the fashion industry in New Zealand. 
This included findings on the ethics of the New Zealand fashion industry: - with designers 
rating poorly recognised issues of cost and logistics as their major challenge. Shaw (2019) 
writes that some designers believed the report’s measures were unfair, not truly reflecting 
business practice but rather reflecting the lack of income and time to afford the price of 
an audit. Designers held that the collapsed state of the New Zealand textiles and clothing 
manufacturing industries meant there were no available local fabric and clothing 
manufacturers, and the few companies not already working exclusively for larger named 
New Zealand designers, do not have the specialised equipment at one site resulting in 
unfeasible packaging and transport costs. Designers also mentioned the difficulties in 
sourcing ethical garment factories off-shore as one has to place trust in the person they 
contract with. In summary, this report was important because it raised issues with: the 
ethnical nature of the fashion industry in New Zealand, if auditing is an effective singular 
strategy for change, and the present financial and logistical pressures New Zealand 
fashion designers are experiencing. 
Many New Zealand designers and fashion writers express that to survive as a New 
Zealand designer today you need to have global reach necessitating dropping the price-
point by manufacturing in bulk, keeping design components to a minimum, keeping 
construction time short, and construction costs low (Swale, 2017; Swale et al., 2019; 
Koch, 2019, p.90). Reflecting some of the global critique reported in the previous chapter, 
Simon Swale comments on the negative effects the speed of global fashion has on today’s 
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designers in New Zealand explaining that the way fashion is marketed and consumed at 
a faster and faster pace allows no time for the creative design process needed to design 
innovative fashion (Swale, 2017, pp.139-145). Dunedin designer Ariane Bray backs up this 
sentiment discussing the slow fashion principles within their practice, but how difficult it 
is to carry this out in actuality while retaining financial sustainability (Bray, 2017, pp.29-
35). 
 
New Zealand Slow Fashion 
In this time since I commenced this research in 2018, Radio New Zealand have played a 
range of interviews about fashion sustainability. Local artists, designers and fashion 
activists have been interviewed discussing topics such as the ‘Threadup Report, what’s 
new with old clothes?’, and ‘What is Indigenous Antifashion in New Zealand’ (RNZ, 
2019). Presenters are linking social and environmental issues with personal identity and 
New Zealanders’ material realities. These broader approaches to discussing textiles and 
clothing and its revolutionary potential meaning appear to draw an interest from the wider 
community, many of whom traditionally believed they were outside of the fashion 
conversation.  
In terms of wider New Zealand examples of fashion practice that is deliberately intended 
to address these broad concerns, there are some important recent examples. Lange (2019) 
reviews the growing local resonance of craftivism citing Stitch Kitchen’s work and the 
work of Sarah Lancaster and her project Sew Love spent 2018 travelling New Zealand in 
a mobile sewing caravan with solar-powered sewing machines. Sarah arrived at fairs and 
markets throughout New Zealand assisting the public in fixing their clothing at the 
caravan. Her level of personal investment to create a visible, fun, interactive and scientific 
project provides a nice example of New Zealand slow fashion in action (Lange, 2019, pp. 
32-40). Katie Mangai (2019) writes about a forum held by textile enterprise Little Yellow 
Bird who are establishing a New Zealand-based business of sourcing and supplying 
sustainable fabric. They come from the perspective of providing a cooperative platform 
in which practitioners can source affordable sustainable and locally produced fabrics. 
This platform also allows the purchaser added assurance about the integrity of their 
fabric’s sustainable credentials (pp.100-102). These writings reflect that the need to be 
financially sustainable is not readily congruent to the fundamentals of environmental and 
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social sustainability and that designing from an environmental and social sustainability 
position is a labour of love but a position not many people can afford to occupy within 
existing economic parameters.  Participants acknowledged that there were initiatives 
happening locally and local industry acknowledged of the need to slow fashion down, but 
many felt that the industry was not adapting fast enough to facilitate the changes required 
to achieve and maintain true sustainability.  
 
Fashion Revolution in Dunedin 
The ‘Dunedin Upcycling Seminar 2019’ run as part of this research, was chosen to 
coincide with International Fashion Revolution Day, April 24, 2019. This was held at the 
Dunedin Art Gallery Conference Room and was well received by the Dunedin public. 
The 2019 Seminar was advertised through a Facebook site designed to advertise the event 
and to interact with the public. It was also promoted via Otago Daily Times, Radio One 
and Access Radio and for local television via Channel 39. The event was registered with 
the International Fashion Revolution with details posted on their website.  
This was a continuation of the efforts of participants from Stitch Kitchen in marking this 
day annually by organising public events based on slow fashion. Participant and co-
founder of Stitch Kitchen, Fiona Clements is the local Fashion Revolution representative 
has written about previous Stitch Kitchen local Fashion Revolution events in her article, 
‘Unstitched: Local Fashion Revolution Dunedin (Clements, 2017).  
 
Otago Upcycling Designers  
The designers discussed in this section were not interviewed in my research, but 
nevertheless form an important part of the local backdrop to what my participants are 
doing in their work. One influential Otago designer who upcycles is Mel Childs. In 
conversation on her practice she states the unaffordability of upcycling in her own work 
due to the degree of design work, processing and sewing required working with upcycled 
fabrics. Mel began upcycling within her Otago Polytechnic graduate collection garnering 
much praise at the time, but the financial pressures of  surviving as a small-scale designer 
have made upcycling processes difficult to develop. She markets her work as edgy, 
gothic, and modern. This may appeal to a clientele who have money to pay for the 
56 
intensive design process which may side-step ‘hippy’ connotations sometimes attributed 
to upcycling which may detract from their market appeal (Hathaway, 2014; Crowley, 
2017).  
Sandra Smith opened the gallery store Gloria in Lower Stuart Street in 2014 and closed 
in 2018 due to increasing rental costs and running out of creative energy. Sandra was a 
keen supporter and stocker of local upcycling, and artwear design and along with her 
daughter Hannah Howes also designed upcycled pieces often constructed from second-
hand jerseys and dyed petticoats. Participant Fiona Clements cited Sandra’s 
encouragement of her work leading to her first ever show at Gloria which resulted in sales 
and providing the impetus for Fiona to study fashion (February 12, 2018, Channel 39, 
Dunedin).  
Eileen is an upcycling designer who was operating in Invercargill selling her work under 
the label ‘Designs by Eileen’ at local fairs around the district. I acquired one of her pieces 
from a Dunedin second-hand shop where it had been placed on the dummy and was 
marketed as a ‘designer’ piece. It is a smock dress which has been fashioned with two 
panels of upcycled wool and had a distinctive designer label. Eileen is representative of 
an underbelly of small-scale and often part-time designers who sell predominately at local 
markets. This group could get missed when it comes to assessing New Zealand fashion 
trends, yet those who sell at fairs and markets have often traditionally worked with 
second-hand clothing and upcycling techniques. With practitioner’s growing online 
presence it is now easier to locate these people. If people are exchanging and selling their 
upcycled work and it is being seen and worn, their work will be having a fashion influence 
(Southland Times). 
Upcycling is a practice local Dunedin fashion students such as Recent Otago Polytechnic 
graduate Grainne O’Connell are engaging with. O’Connell’s work centres on principles 
of bricolage and the collecting and collaging of found objects, taking everyday textile 
items purchased at second-hand shops, gifted, and rummaged and deconstructing them 
and reconnecting them to form a new whole. O’Connell uses simple construction 
techniques that draw attention to the sources’ materiality and former form stating her 
work ‘draws attention to what society values and what it does not’. O’Connell’s claims 
that the entropic practices of the everyday are not valued within consumer culture and 
notions of sustainability do not really cover how she feels about making and the 
relationship of people with the environment. (O'Connell, 2019, p.137). Being a student 
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gives the designer the space to be conceptual and try out ideas they may not be able to 
accommodate if trying to financially support themselves from their design work.  
The Otago Polytechnic has an environmental focus in its training centres. At the panel 
discussion at the Fashion Fluid conference, a question was posed to the fashion educators 
about the sustainable fashion education paths available for students and the general 
response was that Australian institutions are encouraging students to work in this way and 
have the knowledge and skills to support them developing these skills if the students 
desire. Teaching institutions also have the mandate to increase student’s employability to 
increase their access and value to their community in financial terms.  
 
Conclusion 
This chapter has contextualised slow fashion and textiles upcycling movements within 
the New Zealand and Otago contemporary context. The chapter begins by setting out New 
Zealand’s economic history since the rise of neoliberalism as this marked the economic 
foreground for the rapidly shifting face of global fashion and for these critical new fashion 
movements. The chapter then outlines New Zealand designers, practitioners and practices 
which have influenced the New Zealand slow fashion movement.  
The chapter discussed the difficulties the speed and the global mechanisms of fashion 
poses for local designers and the situation of difficulties being compounded when one is 
attempting to design in a slow fashion context. Results and reactions from the 2019 
Tearfund Report into the ethics of New Zealand’s clothing industry provided a further 
indication as to where industry practice and sustainable practice are difficult to align. The 
chapter also overviewed other local designers who upcycle but are not participants in the 
research. This is to understand these practitioners’ practices, processes and presentation 
of work, and the obstacles they experience incorporating upcycling into a business model 
to gain a broader understanding of the local clothing upcycling scene.  
These four opening chapters have provided the important theoretical, historical, and local 
context to the fashion industry, the rise of fast fashion, and the many ways – both globally 
and locally – that problems are manifesting and responses taking shape. This context is 
important for analysing how the group of Otago practitioners in this research are 
influenced by all these dynamics, and are assembling their own responses and 
understandings. While assessing the global fashion system and critical fashion 
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movements were necessary entry points to the New Zealand fashion industry, there are 
particular knowledges that designer-practitioners can lend to the understanding. This 
thesis starts this practitioner conversation by looking at Otago (Ōtākou) slow fashion and 
clothing upcycling practices and initiatives before preceding to an analysis of 
participants’ textile practices, upcycling processes, work conditions and response to the 
question of fast fashion. The next chapter, the Methods Chapter, explains the particular 
choices and approaches that shaped the methodology of how this engagement with local 







My intentions in this dissertation are to bring three key voices into a dialogue about 
clothing upcycling. Having introduced myself as one of the three key voices in this 
narrative, the previous three chapters then reported on an extensive literature review of 
the global fashion system, critical fashion theory, crafting and upcycling movements, and 
a review of recent media reports on local clothing upcycling within Otago. I also 
presented research material on the New Zealand contemporary economy, a review of New 
Zealand contemporary fashion industry and how New Zealand Government arts, 
economic and waste policy intersect and impact on local practitioners’ practices.  
Key themes covered in these chapters were: the slow fashion movement, the anti-fashion 
movement, the Fashion Revolution, and post-humanist fashion research as broader 
significant fashion influences. This supported a range of questions and observations as to 
what is important about upcycling, and what are the key wider influences on local 
practitioners. The review also helped to demonstrate how respondents’ practices are 
brought within mainstream fashion and how they sit beside it. The themes of textile waste, 
textile workers conditions, sustainable practices and the space fashion and art allow for 
social comment provide essential context to respondents’ reasons to upcycle, their entry 
to the field of clothing upcycling, and their practices.  
In this chapter, the next element of the narrative will be outlined: how to justify particular 
methodological approaches to selecting, interviewing, and interpreting the ideas and 
practices of a group of upcycling practitioners in Dunedin. 
 
Broad Methodological Positioning 
This research process uses qualitative inductive research approaches, particularly 
participatory and visual sociology methods. This includes photographic images of 
practitioners’ studios, upcycling processes, and completed upcycled garments. As the 
clothing upcycling field, and how Otago practice is unexplored academically, and 
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participants practices’ are organised in diverse and unique ways, the emphasis of the 
research is to build understanding of the range of approaches to clothing upcycling, why 
participants’ work with upcycled textiles, the fashion activism around issues of textile 
consumption and waste, and how local upcycling practitioners are positioned relative to 
these issues. These themes help to illustrate the way global garment manufacturing has 
impacted on the local economy, job market, and on social ideology towards the usefulness 
of creative work and textiles. Local practitioners are responding to this through their 
incorporation of upcycling practices and creative social enterprise tools. 
 
Epistemology 
The research epistemology views humans’ wellbeing as relational, interconnected, and 
carried out in day-to-day interactions. This understanding of society and human action 
draws attention to ‘place’ both physically and digitally necessitating a questioning of how 
the self relates to others from within local geography and within the global environment. 
The research is also contextualised, as articulated in the opening chapter, within a macro-
theoretical framework of global political and economic dynamics: viewing the uneven 
distribution of money and power as based on historical colonial power structures 
incorporated into the framework of Western capitalism.  
This positioning shapes some of the questions asked of participants, and requires analysis 
of how the various actors and mechanisms of the fashion industry facilitate and/or restrict 
practices and understandings of how the fashion industry can be moved in a more 
sustainable direction. The relationship between these grass-roots upcycling actions and 
participants’ avenues and ability to effect broad societal change will be observed but 
cannot be resolved within this research – although, as sketched in the introduction – 
scholars like Judith Butler argue that small actions nevertheless can have performative 
political effects.  
The research acknowledges Appadurai’s (1996) observation that globalisation is not a 
uniform universal manifestation but has unique local features and character due to the 
historical contingencies and ethos of the existing locale, and the specific forms in which 
certain globalised ideas are introduced and implemented. Appadurai claims this creates 
unique hybridised identities which are still intricately connected to the world through 
technology, trade, tourism, and media. This creates an agentic viewing of identity where 
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local groups are not merely affected by global and structural forces but also have avenues 
to feedback offering the ability to alter and change systems and to connect with others in 
different locations over common aspirations. This approach therefore places an important 
focus on day-to-day practices and understandings, the specificities of place and history, 
and the situated understandings and political intentions of practitioners as actors in both 
local and global fashion worlds. 
 
Research Design  
Qualitative Mixed Methods  
Authors Denzin & Giardina (2007) and Denzin & Lincoln (2011) provide some useful 
starting points for research design and ethical considerations in qualitative research. 
Charmaz’s (2002) methodological theory of grounded research was utilised to build 
participant-lead inquiry. Grounded research methods were lightly applied because I am a 
first-time researcher and thought it wise to be prepared and have a template to apply. In 
practice, this effectively meant using semi-structured questions, a carefully refined 
research question, a broad base of background reading, and having the flexibility within 
the research process to adapt the structure as needed as the research progressed.  
Grounded theory adheres to an inductive research approach in that one asks broad 
questions around a topic to solicit conversations which, in turn, generate themes that are 
informed by the participants themselves. Accordingly, participants’ perspectives on the 
research themes were recorded and explored and these responses helped direct follow-up 
questions at subsequent interviews to develop participant-directed themes which 
anchored the research.  
Considerations from collaborative feminist research (Linton, 1989) and Kaupapa Māori 
methodology (Smith, 1990) offered a checklist of features to conduct inclusive 
meaningful research that were implemented. This was intended to acknowledge 
indigeneity, the importance of familial and cultural ties to human identity, and to 
acknowledge difference and the complex signifying overlays within participants’ 
personal identity. The aim was to solicit honest full response where participants could 
engage with these complexities and to create a supportive research environment where 
potentially conflicting personal positions could be expressed. 
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My participants have a variety of ethnic and cultural affiliations which while not the focus 
of the research were discussed at the outset with participants encouraged to present their 
full selves and any identity dynamics they wished to share and felt were of significance 
to the research. Mostly this was discussed by participants in terms of familial links and 
cultural inheritance in how they grounded their identity and why processes and ideas were 
important for them to practice and continue.  
All practitioners identify as female. This was not intentional yet due to females being the 
predominant textile practitioners, attempts were made to include male and transgendered 
participants. Participants ages ranged from late 30s to mid-70s. Unlike the participants 
interviewed by McRobbie (2016, pp.1-2) in be Creative, these participants come from an 
older age bracket. Like McRobbie’s study, many have graduate and postgraduate arts and 
science training. Many of the group are also developing their IT skills to be able to market 
their work, apply for grants and write proposals, develop a profile and following and 
connect to the global anti-fashion and upcycling movement.  
As outlined in Chapter 1, I am an active participant in upcycling and my own insights and 
experiences form part of this narrative. Being the researcher and a fellow participant, I 
am utilising the modes of autoethnography and ‘telling stories’ (Bochner & Ellis, 2016). 
I want the research to extend the connection I have with the local textile and upcycling 
community, extend the connections between research participants and the Dunedin 
community, deepen the research information on clothing upcycling and slow fashion, and 
provide a space for multiple, diverse, and personalised voices within academic research.  
Further, as this narrative is built out of both practices and reflections by practitioners and 
is in a creative field, I brought other elements into the research process. I organised a 
public seminar on upcycling in April 2019 which eight participants joined, and also 




This research was qualitative inductive participatory fieldwork interviewing, 
documenting, and conversing with textile upcyclers. The research engaged participatory 
and grounded research mode of enquiry (Charmaz, 2002; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011, p.2) 
and was initiated through holding a get-together in January 2019 to formally initiate the 
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research, to acquaint the participants with one another, and to explain the course of the 
research.  
Snowball recruiting methods were utilised starting with those I knew and thought fitted 
the criteria. Some potential participants were unable to participate further and as these 
were people I knew who might have felt an obligation to participate, I let them know I 
had enough participants and that I valued their friendship. I am very thankful to all of 
these people for their contributions and interest in this project.  
 
Ethics 
I required an ‘A ethics’ consent before undertaking research, which was granted in 
November 2018 (reference number 18/176). I had already contacted some potential 
participants regarding submitting an image for the initial proposal. This contact was also 
intended to ascertain the viability of the topic and recruitment response. Since 
commencing my MA, I have attended monthly ‘stitch and chat’ lunches, participant’s 
exhibitions, a textile symposium, a sustainable fashion event, I have taken an eco-dyeing 
demonstration, and have meet and chatted with many potential participants about the 
research and their practice. I have been careful to tell everybody that I have spoken with 
that I was intending to conduct research, but would not be recording or using any 
participant data until I obtained ethics approval and had their written approval to 
participate. I have been careful not to record or share personal details about potential 
participants with other participants or people outside the research group. 
I created the option of anonymity to those who wanted it. While wanting to fully credit 
participants’ intellectual property and resources which were essential in making this 
research resonant, I also wanted to ensure I was protecting participants and was 
representing them in a way they were pleased with. I have used various methods to discuss 
sensitive details they shared in interviews and all participants have had time to view, edit 
and respond to the dissertation before submission. 
I had observed from researching other qualitative research projects that while some 
people like a public forum, others preferred one-on-one contact, small groups, or written 
responses. I therefore tried to incorporate various response options. This was manageable 
with a small group but took much time and energy. I felt this flexibility was vital in 
making the research accessible and valid to those involved.  
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This revision of the original interview methods was also necessary as the locality of 
practitioners expanded from Dunedin to encompass the whole of Otago due to many 
upcyclers living in the broader Otago region. This increased the distance and associated 
travel costs. I did not feel I could change the studio visit to a digital format so interview 
with participants outside of an early bus route were difficult.  
 
Researcher-Participant – Emic Research and Boundaries 
Knowing participants as acquaintances, as a researcher to state that there was no 
obligation to participate was even more critical than usual as they may have felt duty-
bound to participate out of loyalty. I also designed a project that was not reliant on specific 
individuals participating, which I also articulated to all potential participants, so if they 
chose not to participate or withdrew, my research would not collapse. I also stayed in 
contact with friends I had asked who could not participate demonstrating that I still valued 
their friendship and their work. As the researcher I needed to drive the direction of the 
research but leave space for participants voices and suggestions. I was pleased to have 
designed a relatively robust research model representing a small but sizable cohort. 
I wanted participants to feel pleased they were part of the research and that it had created 
more networks and avenues for them and had relevance and value to them. I would like 
them to feel that the research has helped illuminate the logistical issues for textile 
upcyclers, has accurately outlined their practice, and has improved their confidence and 
authority in the subject through representing them as experts on the topic.  
My role as researcher, was to do everything I could to ensure participants were informed 
and comfortable throughout the process. This was especially the case during group 
activities where I had to manage the group, including the interactions between 
participants. I still have a lot to learn and recognise that my inexperience in organising 
and hosting group events meant I made mistakes here. I asked for a lot of participants’ 
time and energy and after I finished the writing I will carry on working on the eco-dyed 
pieces I am making them as part of my ethics commitment, alongside a gift of native 





While some of these practitioners have had a degree of social and media exposure, many 
still have not. All participants must foster networks of support for their practice. Some 
create as a main income and some to augment a primary income. Many who have 
competing familial and financial needs struggle to find time to make or to create a 
business solely from their upcycling income. This financial difficulty in pursuing clothing 
upcycling is a sentiment that has been expressed in much of the local literature.  
While their practice itself comments on these economic and market quandaries, the 
makers own practices are also restrained by these factors and motivated by them at the 
same time. Their making is expected therefore to either inadvertently or to overtly 
comment on this situation.  
Their motivations to make vary and may fall outside current viable employment options 
and economic priorities may lead to restrictions on participants’ leisure time meaning a 
lack of available time to make. Many may see their practice as unviable so not choose to 
invest more into the marketing of their work. Their ethical beliefs on fashion consumption 
may mean they wish to engage in small-scale enterprise, sustainable business, and social 
enterprise over larger more cost-efficient production processes, and the often time and 
energy requirements of various upcycling methods may restrict large-scale application or 
fiscal profit due to its methods and under-lying rationale.  
 
Questions for Participants  
Drawing on the literature, participants’ previous media releases, and my own experience 
as an upcycler, I composed the following list of questions for the participants. What I 
wanted interviews to cover was the following aspects of being an upcycler: 
• What their practice entails 
• Why they upcycle 
• What they want their upcycling work to express  
• How they situate themselves to the fashion industry 
• How their work critiques the fashion industry  
• Their networks of support 
• The socio-economic conditions that frame their practice 
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In order to fill out these potential areas, I drew up the following list of specific questions 
for interviews: 
• Why do you upcycle clothing? 
• How does upcycling fit within your broader art, textile or fashion practice? 
• Which upcycling processes do you use? 
• What techniques have you developed yourself? 
• Who do you design your garments or upcycling activities for? 
• How did you come to work with textiles? 
• How do you label your practice? 
• How have you organised your practice/business structure? 
• How do you source your upcycled materials? 
• How do you prepare your upcycled materials? 
• Please explain one of your upcycling pieces, projects or initiatives further? 
• What are your support structures and networks (both personal and public)? 
• How do you position your practice to the fashion industry? 
• How do you position your practice to fashion movements or social movements? 
• How do economics feature in your practice (how do you make a living? How do 
you make the time to pursue your practice? How do you consider economics 
within your work? Do you upcycle for affordability? How do you market your 
work? Who buys it? Is the market receptive to your work? 
• Are there factors that restrict your practice? 
 
I adopted the method of using participants’ response to the preceding questions to lead 
the following question and the way I framed the question. I tried to avoid complex 
academic terms or theory as they did not seem to relate to the way participants understood 
their work even when they were familiar with certain terms and theories. I tried to note 
their levels of restlessness or engagement in response to certain questions which I used 
as a guide in each interview to either move to another question or to elaborate on an idea.  
In the first interview I referenced my background knowledge and reading of their work 
asking them for clarification and more details relating to the research and where 
participants had works present that they were referencing I oriented the questions to these 
works which were then used as their images. 
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In the second interview I tried to work within the time-gaps participants’ had identified 
to talk and as many were busy and tired I stopped the interviews before ninety minutes if 
I felt they had had enough or when I thought I had enough material for the research needs. 
This interview involved a studio visit conducted at the studios, workplaces or homes of 
all participants and focused on follow-up question, further details and taking photographs 
of their work  
For two participants additional appointments were organised to take additional 
photographs due to my difficulties managing the interview questions and photographing 
works at the second interviews. This difficulty was also due to my inexperience as a 
photographer and problems with light and clear backdrops to frames their pieces.  
As the participants are located throughout Otago, the option to conduct the first interview 
via skype or facetime was a matter of practicality for both the researcher and the 
participants. I travelled to their studio to conduct the second interview; the studio visit, 
but as I do not have a vehicle and there are limited public transport options, this was quite 
difficult and did not work easily on a couple of occasions. 
Each participant was interviewed individually to foster a personalised response where 
they could feel safe to express their own perspectives unaffected by the views of the other 
participants. Although I sometimes interjected or raised a perspective to see how they felt 
in relation to it, I only did this if I was trying to fine tune my understanding, give them 
more specifics to the open-ended questions or wanted more specific information about 
them. Some friendly dialogue dissolved the tension of an interview setting but I knew the 
best thing for me to do as a researcher was to listen, allow space for contemplation and 
try not to over-interpret or shape participants responses. There was also group work 
reflective of the group practices of many participants, and to foster stronger communal 
supports within the group and between the group and the Dunedin public.  
During the coding process there was an analysis of common themes within the group’s 
responses to identify patterns and variations within the response. This revealed certain 
themes which resonated and how participants were placed within this range. 
While participants gave interesting and varied definitions of the term ‘clothing upcycling’ 
it is not a question I asked directly. I asked them what names they gave to their practice, 
but their definitions were complex, and this analysis did not have space to develop within 
this project. I concentrated instead on what I thought were the most vital points expressed 
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by participants and how to best answer the research question with the data I had. I also 
chose to use a broad definition of the term upcycling. I did not view differing opinions 
within the group as of particular issue; ambiguity is not a contradiction just an indication 
of complexity and of concepts that words do not necessarily make clearer. Understanding 
in this sense was achieved through on-going scrutiny and immersion within the world of 
the ‘upcycler’.  
The participants were informed that they would be provided with all pre-print information 
using their personal material so that they could make sure they were happy with the way 
I had represented them and contextualised their information and could offer feed-back to 
ensure they feel satisfied and safe with the material I am releasing under their names. All 
participants have chosen to have their names and brands disclosed but there may have 
been some who wished to take this option. 
The way the research was designed and the way the writing was structured follows the 
logic of the research question while representing the topic meaningfully to participants 
who have all generously volunteered their expertise, personal experiences, and time to 
this research. This attempt to create cooperative research was achieved through continued 
involvement with participants throughout the research process, through semi-structured 
research methods, through our public Clothing Upcycling Seminar, and through the use 
of grounded research methods. This technique would have worked better if the research 
had been a descriptive overview of their practices but did not work in terms of discussing 
the whole fashion system. There were too many voices and not one coherent voice from 
the group that would represent the community.  
There was an emphasis in the writing on the personal voice, my own voice and 
participant’s own words and ways of viewing the topic. Anonymity within the group was 
a device used to allow participants more freedom to share a variety of responses without 
individual participants being easily identified through these comments. I was acquainted 
with some participants before initiating the research, but for less familiar participants 
more introductions and explanations of the research were required to build an 
understanding of the topic, and build trust. I offered all participant the options of being 
emailed, skyped, or phoned to discuss anything research-related and worked with a small 
number of participants of around ten participants  
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Upcycled Clothing Seminar 
In recognition of the more experimental and performative potential of upcycling, I 
organised a Clothing Upcycling Seminar held on April 24th, 2019. This Seminar was part 
of the initial research design, to be held on the anniversary of the Rana Plaza Disaster and 
to mark a Fashion Revolution’s coordinated approach and political stance to critically 
examine the inequalities and dangers of the global fashion system while celebrating and 
encouraging local slow fashion actions. This gave participants the opportunity to talk 
about their upcycling processes, the motivations for their work, and how their work fitted 
into the ‘problem of fashion’. This event was free and well-advertised to help 
communicate the slow fashion and upcycling message and to allow the public equality of 
access to public information and the arts.  
Following these events, I wrote an article for Scope 2019 reviewing the Seminar and my 
research design (Koch 2019a) and an article for Zone Moda (Koch 2019b) situating the 
role of localised clothing upcycling and slow fashion practice within the current global 
fashion manufacturing and distribution processes. Writing those two pieces helped begin 
the process of interpreting and refining my understanding of upcycling. While this 
dissertation covers some of the material in those earlier publications, it is mainly informed 
by the participants’ interviews and consequently takes the ideas in those publications and 
many more in order to create a deeper and more complex understanding of upcycling as 
practice. 
Having outlined the theoretical background to the ‘problem of fast fashion’ and details of 
how the researched was designed to engage local clothing upcyclers on these questions, 
the attention now shifts to participants practices and responses to this topic. These chapter 
use participants own words, photographed works, group coding and theoretical 
positioning to articulate four broad approaches to their upcycling. The first chapter 
focuses on participants’ textile practices, how they incorporate upcycling and what were 
the precursors to them using these methods. This helps identify them as both practitioners 
and designers which also parallels their upcycling work to a range of other critical fashion 
theories and a range of slow fashion and crafting techniques. The second chapter 
addresses the processes that make up the upcycling tool-kit, the range of social and 
economic factors that influence the processes used in specific pieces and the range of 
other non-manual work the participants partake in as part of their clothing upcycling 
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practice. This extends from the conversation about how to position their work in the 
previous chapter and moves the focus on to chapter Eight, an analysis of participants’. 
Having outlined the theoretical background to the ‘problem of fast fashion’ and details of 
how the researched was designed to engage local clothing upcyclers on these questions, 
the attention now shifts to participant’s practices and responses to this topic. These 
chapters use participant’s own words, photographed works, group coding and theoretical 
positioning to articulate four broad approaches to their upcycling. The next chapter 
(Chapter Six) focuses on participants’ textile practices, how they incorporate upcycling 
and what were the precursors to them using these methods. This helps identify them as 
both practitioners and designers which also parallels their upcycling work to a range of 
other critical fashion theories and a range of slow fashion and crafting techniques. The 
following chapter (Chapter Seven) addresses the processes that make up the upcycling 
tool-kit, the range of social and economic factors that influence the processes used in 
specific pieces and the range of other non-manual work the participants partake in as part 
of their clothing upcycling practice. This extends from the conversation about how to 
position their work in the previous chapter and moves the focus on to Chapter Eight, an 
analysis of participants’ reflections on their work situations, their economic precarity and 
their physical challenges as creators. Finally, in Chapter Nine, the analysis brings the 
participant’s practices and understanding into direct dialogue with questions of fast 
fashion and how the participants understand their actions as being oppositional to global 




Participants’ Practices  
 
Introduction 
This chapter provides a brief overview of the participants’ textile practices to introduce 
each participant’s background to textiles and their creative and business activities before 
proceeding to examine their upcycling processes in the subsequent chapters. Following 
personal introductions will be a discussion of the practices of the collective group, how 
they refer to themselves as makers, and how this relates to Gale and Kaur’s (2002, pp.37-
52) definitions of textile maker.  
This chapter asks an important first question: what is upcycling, or, more precisely, who 
are the people who identify as ‘upcyclers’ or I see as undertaking upcycling? And is 
upcycling anything other than a random group of designers who share some ideas? In 
sociological terms, do they exist as some sort of social group, network, or political 
movement? I cannot answer all these questions in this chapter, but what I will do is 
introduce the designers and start to draw out the extent to which this is both a network as 
well as a body of shared practice that potentially characterises upcycling as both a 




Simone initially studied Textile Science at the University of Otago, then teaching. Simone 
then embarked on a Diploma of Fine Arts majoring in Textiles in Nelson, focusing on 
non-traditional patch-work, and exploring the personal theme of domestic violence. 
Simone uses a combination of machine and hand-stitch methods. While living in a house 
truck in Nelson and bringing up her daughter, Simone sold upcycled waistcoats at the 
Montgomery Market and was an active member of the early Nelson Wearable Arts 
Festival through friends she met studying. Simone moved back to Dunedin and 
commenced study at Otago Polytechnic. Completing a Bachelor’s degree and a Master’s 
degree specialising in textiles. Simone has shown her work at the Nelson Wearable Arts, 
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the Woolon Awards, and the Hokonui Fashion Awards, winning prizes on many 
occasions. Simone also designs for commission and for herself for Steampunk and Race 
Day fashion events of which she is an enthusiastic participant. Simone is also part of a 
Ngāi Tahu arts group through which she has designed and exhibited her textile work. 
Simone also runs market stalls where she sells vintage clothing.  
  
Figure 4: Simone Montgomery's United Tribes flag 
dress. 
Figure 5: back view of Simone’s United Tribes flag 
dress and jacket. 
 
Fiona Jenkin 
Fiona Jenkin is the cofounder of Stitch Kitchen, a community sewing studio which she 
and Fiona Clements established in 2015 out of a joint wish to find a shared place and 
mutual support to teach people how to sew and upcycle. Their business ethos 
encompasses textile waste minimisation, community inclusion and personal 
empowerment through textiles. Fiona was taught principles of ‘waste not want not’, along 
with the practical skills to ‘do it yourself’, from her grandparents and parents, and became 
an accomplished seamstress. Fiona is a graduate of University of Otago’s (now 
disbanded) Bachelor of Consumer and Applied Science degree, majoring in Textile 
Science. Her current role in textile upcycling is predominately in the role of teacher, 
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passing on and encouraging others to share skills and ideas. Fiona teaches classes ranging 
from introducing people to using a domestic machine to pattern drafting and tailoring. 
She enjoys helping people come up with creative solutions to design challenges upcycling 
often raises. Fiona spends a large amount of time managing Stich Kitchen community 
engagement products such as Bags for Good, upcycling curtain fabrics into shopping 
bags, and 4KT Elephants, using scrap fabrics to create four thousand soft toy elephants 
which are donated to local children’s charities.  
 
 
Figure 6: Fiona Jenkin organising the 4KT Elephant patterns in a community sewing bee. 
 
Figure 7: Fiona Jenkin demonstrating how to sew elephants at a community sewing bee. 
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Figure 8: A participant at a 4KT Elephant community sewing bee prepares to sew an elephant 
using fabric from an old duvet cover. 
Fiona Clements 
Fiona Clements is the Chair of Just Atelier Trust (Stitch Kitchen) and runs the label 
Senorita Awesumo for which she designs clothing using zero-waste cutting and upcycling 
techniques. Fiona sews and embroiders and is very environmentally motivated in her 
work. She completed the Bachelor of Design (Fashion) at Otago Polytechnic and is 
currently studying Sustainable Practice. Fiona has been part of iD Dunedin Fashion Week 
and sustainable fashion shows in Lower Hutt and Perth. She has sold work through Gloria 
in Dunedin and for a time was a member of Guild, a local collective of makers. Fiona 
designs using natural fibres which she constructs into garments using patterns she has 
crafted to minimise fabric waste. Fiona also designs using manufacturers' off-cuts which 
she patches together to form tops and dresses, but while the fabric may be free, this 
process is very time-consuming and uneconomic given the price Dunedin consumers are 
willing to pay for a garment. Fiona initiated the ‘Mend and Make Awesome’ group, one 
of Stitch Kitchen’s upcycling and slow fashion activities, where people can bring in a 
mending or upcycling project, use the facilities, get advice, and provide a small donation 
for service costs.  
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Figure 9: front view of Fiona Clements’s dress from the Waste What collection 
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Figure 10: side front view of Fiona Clements’ dress 
from Waste What collection. 
Figure 11: side back view of Fiona Clements’ dress 
from Waste What collection. 
 
Desi Liversage 
Desi completed a Master’s specialising in textiles at Otago Polytechnic. She exhibits 
upcycled work in local galleries and has won various local competitions. Desi uses textile 
and embroidery materials and techniques in the work she exhibits as ‘fine art’ which has 
proven difficult, with some more conservative art establishments determined to put her 
work in the craft section. Desi is a trustee at Stitch Kitchen. She sells retro and upcycled 
clothing at Vintage Round-Up and at markets and stalls around Otago and also sells her 
upcycled clothing designs online under the label Altered Eco. Desi designs clothing for 
men, women, and children. Desi embellishes, upcycles, and remakes, catering her ranges 
to three general price ranges reflecting the level of design, redesign and embellishment. 
Desi has created patterns for a zero-waste panel wrap-skirt and for a pair of trousers which 
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have both been popular sellers. She has also created a Frida Karlo range of embroidered 
dresses and woollen scarves and is currently embroidering a line of ‘Rosie the Riveter’ 
mechanic overalls. Desi says she acts as a textile depository as she sources materials and 
equipment she thinks other upcyclers could use in their work.  
  




Figure 13: Desi pictured in the centre of her fabric shelves. 
 
Elena Poletti 
In 2000 Elena began opening her workshop to the public. Her studio on the second floor 
of the Queen’s Building became the premises for her store Jeux d’esprit. Jeux d’esprit is 
French for ‘whimsy, or a trifle’ which she feels describes her playful approach to making. 
Elena worked at the studio once a week while working full-time, and following her 
redundancy in 2013 she has run the shop part-time, focusing on her textile making and 
amassing her collection of vintage textiles and vintage textile and garment history. The 
idea for the store grew from the accessories she had begun making for the University 
Chaplaincy fundraising and a wish for a new project in which to immerse herself. Elena 
labels what she does as ‘reviving, repurposing and reimagining’. Elena designs mostly 
accessories and homewares. She designs stoles using vintage patterns and also crafts her 
own stole designs, utilising vintage fabrics. She is currently creating 50s floral tote-bags 
and has also repurposed fabric remnants into brooches, gloves and writing boxes, scarves, 
and handbags. Elena creates window displays, sells retro patterns, fabric, clothing 
accessories and vintage homeware. She also ‘revives’ blankets which she views as too 
good in their original state to repurpose. She wants to reinvest some life and strength back 
into these blankets so they can be appreciated for their history, and that history continued 
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through their extended life as a blanket. The shop contains an array of women’s, 
children’s, and men’s wear.  
 
Figure 14: portrait of Elena in her showroom with the scene behind revealing the natural light she has 
streaming into her work room for most of the year. 
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Figure 15: a suitcase of blankets welcoming customers to Elena’s shop. 
 
Kerry Mackay 
Kerry describes herself as a visual artist who is attracted to working with textiles and 
describes her sewing as ‘drawing with thread’. Kerry completed a Master’s in Fine Arts, 
specialising in textiles. Kerry sews, reskins, embroiders and French knits. Reskinning is 
a technique Kerry has devised which involves the sculpting of a new skin over another 
frame of some description, a bag, a skull, or a suitcase. Kerry upcycles and reutilises 
textiles and garments within her art practice, some of which is also wearable like her bags, 
suitcases, and coats. This work has been made to exhibit and sell at art galleries and is not 
sold as fashion or wearable art. Kerry has also embellished second-hand vintage clothing, 
especially coats, for her personal use. Kerry previously spent most of her time in the role 
of art teacher facilitating many art projects with upcycled textiles, threads and found plant 
matter. Now Kerry runs a private art business called ‘The Art Dept’ with Pamela Brown 
and spends more time pursuing her own art practice. Kerry enjoys working with Christian 
motifs from her upbringing and says these pieces are particularly popular with her ‘lapsed 
Catholic’ friends who appreciate the iconography and humour of the work. 
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Figure 16: front of Kerry’s Little Flower bag, an upcycled vintage 
‘So-Obviously-Rex’ bag. 
 




Hilary began designing and selling clothes in Dunedin utilising upcycled materials in the 
1980s where she designed for shops Lorax, Bent Edge, and Wicked on Rattray Street. 
Hilary owned the store RAW which she sold starting Roadside Attraction in Waitati with 
partner Alex and co-designer, which they still own. She has also sold clothes through 
commission in stores, and in the 1990s and 2000s had great sales success holding stalls 
outside the ANZ in George Street. She has also taken part in various local fashion shows. 
Hilary cut back on the upcycling component of her design over time to keep her process 
economically viable but always kept upcycling in her knitwear line. She sells her clothing 
online through her label Joan 90. Hilary has designed block patterns which can be applied 
to disassembled upcycled fabric creating panels which are then reassembled to form new 
upcycled garments. Hilary designs dresses, skirts, trousers, jackets, and coats. Hilary’s 
coats and jackets are often constructed from upcycled wool, angora and merino jerseys, 
suits, and coats. Sometimes these are patched with a colourful printed fabric patch with a 
print of a fantail (piwakawaka), for example. She mainly designs for women, but she has 
also designed menswear ranges. Hilary says now at semi-retired status she can afford to 
upcycle more, with time to play around, and can make smaller runs as financial return is 
less important.  
  
Figure 18: detail of women’s coat by Hilary. Figure 19: side view of women’s coat. 
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Figure 20: a woman’s coat designed by Hilary and constructed from recycled men's 
wool suit pants and jackets. Photo credit: Alan Dove. 
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Margie Beyer 
Margie knits, smocks, patches, sews and embroiders. She was trained in textiles as a child 
through the gendered school curriculum of the era. As with many participants, her mother 
was a seamstress. Margie has kept the first embroidery sampler and smocked doll’s dress 
she made at school, demonstrating a group theme of being introduced to sewing clothing 
through making doll’s clothing as young women. Both pieces incorporate smocking that 
Margie still uses in her work today. Margie trained and worked as a primary school 
teacher and she recalls cutting down and repurposing a large wooden slat blind with the 
help of her husband so all of the children could have a small piece of blind to learn 
kotukutuku panel weaving. While living in Auckland, Margie sold hand-made smocked 
children’s clothing at the Mission Bay Craft Market for which she often sourced silk 
remnants. She also ran a craft shop from her farm while living in Central Otago. Margie 
has been collecting vintage clothing and textiles from op-shops and auctions and has been 
given materials such as possum fur which she has had carded with black merino fleece 
and hopes to use to make jerseys for small children. Margie is currently recovering from 
back surgery and is contemplating preparing stock to sell at the Port Chalmers Market. 
She has upcycled textiles to make clothing, but mainly creates home furnishings from 
patchwork processes using upcycled and vintage fabrics and clothing.  
 
Figure 21: Margie’s sampler made at school aged 13. 
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Figure 22: a doll’s dress Margie made at school.  
 
Lucy Gray 
Lucy is currently working full-time in customer relations, but would like more time in the 
future to upcycle textiles. She makes for enjoyment, for herself and friends, and from a 
strong political decision to consume consciously and ‘stop buying new clothes’. Lucy 
sews, embroiders, knits and crochets using skills she was taught at school and through 
her mother who was an accomplished seamstress. Lucy has four main methods. She cuts, 
mends, and alters second-hand retro garments; she unstitches, creates panels, and 
reconstructs following retro patterns; she makes calico patches for second-hand garments 
and accessories, and she heavily patches and embellishes jackets. Lucy collects vintage 
patterns which she uses to sew for herself. She embellishes jackets, creates patches for 
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jackets and bags, and is currently collecting denim en masse for a potential rag-rug 
project. She also makes knitted stress balls and F-bombs. Lucy enjoys wearing clothing 
she has remade from retro finds, and likes the idea of learning a technique and passing it 
on. Lucy discussed her interest in the structural dimensions of slow fashion movements 
online which she noticed are largely women-centred movements. She has created work 
described as quiet activism against the Trump administration's repressive reproductive 
health policy inspired by protest banners at the 2017 Women’s March. She observed that 
garment industry employees are predominately female too, as are many fashion 
consumers. As a mother, Lucy has taught her teenage daughter how to shop consciously, 
admire textiles and dress creatively.  
 
Figure 23: Lucy’s ‘ovary-action’ bag. 
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Figure 24: Lucy in redesigned 70s sun-frock and ‘new’ Keith Haring Doc Martens. 
 
Liz Manson 
Liz completed a Diploma in Fine Arts at Otago Polytechnic, specialising in sculpture, and 
uses upcycled textiles within her sculpture. After completing her sculpture diploma, Liz 
had a studio in the Carnegie Centre where she produced a series of body forms which she 
stuffed full of clothes to symbolise that she was feeling stuffed. She then made a series of 
handbags which she also stuffed with old clothing, commenting on the battle to survive 
as an artist. She was struggling to pay for her Carnegie studio and could not afford to pay 
for the expensive therapy she needed to be able to function and process her childhood 
experiences.  
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Liz sews, knits, weaves and appliques and is drawn to working with natural fibres, 
particularly heavy textural fabrics living in wintry Dunedin. Liz began upcycling due to 
economic necessity designing for herself and to furnish her flats. While studying, to earn 
extra money, Liz began selling upcycled clothing from a stall at the University Market 
where she also sold second-hand clothing and did three-card tarot readings. She has also 
designed, sewn, and sold clothes from upcycled fabric screen-printed with 50s advertising 
imagery.  
Liz went on to study a post-graduate diploma in visual arts at Waikato University, and is 
currently focused on performance art staging the ‘No Show’ two years concurrently as 
part of the Dunedin Fringe Festival, winning prizes for both performances. Within her 
performance, Liz utilises upcycled and hand-made costumes to play different characters 




Figure 25: an array of wearable and non-wearable pieces crafted from upcycled fabrics. 
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Figure 26: Liz Manson holding a dress she made using second-hand materials that 
she wears when she goes out somewhere special. 
 
Collective Practices 
What is clear from this summary is that participants approach upcycling textiles from a 
range of backgrounds: Art School backgrounds (especially backgrounds specialising in 
textiles), a Fashion School graduate, and textile science graduates. They are also from 
visual and performance arts and humanities, and participants who are self-taught with 
manual training textile backgrounds. For most participants, sewing and textile skills have 
been transmitted or absorbed from a young age with mothers and grandmothers being 
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sewers and textile artists and participants developing the skills to sew for themselves. 
Presently some participants spend more time practising than others, a topic which will be 
explored in Chapter Eight, and all participants have a range of motivations and varying 
operational structures for their upcycling work.  
Participants have a variety of different textile practices. Fiona Clements and Kerry 
Mackay teach within their practice but also create upcycled pieces outside their teaching, 
while Fiona Jenkins is currently exclusively upcycling through teaching. Fiona Clements, 
Hilary Rowley, and Simone Montgomery have shown upcycled works within fashion 
shows and fashion competitions, and Desi Liversage and Kerry Mackay are currently 
exhibiting upcycled work within fine arts contexts. Liz Manson is upcycling for her 
performance art and has previously exhibited her upcycled pieces as fine arts sculpture. 
Lucy Gray is currently displaying an ‘Equal Pay Now!’ banner which she and 19 other 
women crafted utilizing upcycled yarns, at the PSA Offices, 30 London Street to celebrate 
both Women’s Suffrage and the Equal Pay movement. Desi Liversage, Fiona Clements 
and Simone Montgomery are currently selling their work as fashion and Elena Poletti 
sells her work as fashion, accessories, and homeware. Fiona Clements and Fiona Jenkin 
have established and run a social enterprise around textile upcycling called Stitch Kitchen 
with Desi Liversage now an active trust member and a number of other participants are 
involved with the organisation and/or utilise Stitch Kitchen services. The pieces made 
within Stitch Kitchen are classed as textiles, fashion, craft, and homeware. The 
engagements they run to communicate the upcycling message and techniques are 
constructed as classes or community workshops. Most of the participants have a current 
online textile presence and have established business brands, although not all participants 
feel competent or confident in the marketing side of their practice, preferring more hands-
on aspects. 
Participants Hilary Rowley, Elena Poletti, Fiona Clements, Fiona Jenkin, Desi Liversage, 
Kerry Mackay, and Simone Montgomery have longer-established textile upcycling 
practices, whereas participants Lucy Gray, Margie Beyer, Liz Manson, and myself have 
been developing upcycling on a part-time basis and/or a recent time-frame. Most 
participants were introduced to sewing through making clothing for their dolls. This 
activity involved quick projects with small scraps generally from a mother’s sewing 
basket. All participants also make non-wearable upcycled pieces within their extended 
practice. 
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Many participants’ practices also extend to writing, speaking, or presenting on slow 
fashion, as was the case for participants Elena Poletti, Fiona Jenkin, Fiona Clements, 
Simone Montgomery, Desi Liversage, Kerry Mackay and myself at our Clothing 
Upcycling Seminar in April 2019. Most participants wear clothing they have made, 
including their upcycled designs. The connection between what they like to wear and 
what they make is strong within the group, with participants expressing that you have to 
design what you like to wear yourself. This acted as a marker to them of being proud 
designers and artists who wore their look. This connection also demonstrates that 
upcycling developed for many from a desire to express themselves more individually in 
their clothing. This individualisation incorporates participants’ support of others’ 
upcycling work and also the wearing of hand-made and slow fashion garments. They 
want to be seen as original, for distinction and flair in how they dress, in the quality 
materials and crafting that they value, and to be proud of this individuality and sustainable 
creativity in their communities.  
This connects to the way participants view slow fashion and upcycling as challenging the 
fashion system, as they are making with upcycled materials, and creating what they think 
is cool and would want to wear challenging fashion’s often confining hierarchies. They 
are making and wearing their own designs, calling themselves designers - or letting me 
call them designers, and they are selling or exchanging their pieces with others. They are 
also encouraging others to make and mend their own clothes and to upcycle not simply 
to support them as practitioners, but to consider how they themselves might get more 
active about their clothing and dress. 
 
How Participants Refer to Their Practice 
How participants refer to themselves as makers is reflective of their different 
backgrounds, training, the structure of their practice and business, what they are working 
on at present, where they are in their upcycling journey, how they are exchanging or 
showing their work, their audience, and the personal motivations behind their upcycled 
work.   
Some referred to themselves as ‘textile artist’, ‘visual artists who work with textiles’, 
‘crafters’, ‘makers’, ‘fashion designers’, ‘eco fashion designers’, ‘fashionistas’, 
‘teachers’, ‘facilitators’, ‘creative people’ and ‘preachers’, with Desi Liversage referring 
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to herself as a ‘rag and bone woman’. They also named their upcycling and broader 
artistic practice as visual art, fashion design, social enterprise, textile art and performance 
art. They also had conflicting feelings about the term ‘upcycling’ and how much they 
wanted to identify with the term. They preferred terms that were more specific to the 
techniques they used thinking it was too broad a definition and was more oriented towards 
extending the audience who then needed to learn more about the way something had been 
‘upcycled’, what textile techniques were, and how clothing was made to actually alter 
people’s understandings of what they were doing and to increase the value and 
recognition given to textiles and those who work with it. Participants' background and 
approach to textiles, if their pieces were all wearable, and if they were making clothing 
for sale, altered the way they referred to themselves as a maker. Some participants were 
not comfortable with the label of designer either and preferred textile artist or visual artist. 
Elena Poletti describes her practice on her current shop sign as ‘renew, refurbish and 
refashion’. 
Participants with multiple strands delineated their different textile practices, although 
they identified them as parallel processes that cross-fertilise, such as Kerry Mackay:  
All my [upcycled] clothes thing sits really closely alongside my making artworks, 
using similar processes actually. 
Desi could see that her current focus on both textile ‘fine arts’ and clothing upcycling 
were conversing with one other:  
And that’s actually it I think, it is a reflection that unconsciously, the changes in 
my art practice have been influenced by what I am doing with my clothes but 
actually, until now I haven’t seen it that way. 
Fiona Clements expresses that Stitch Kitchen’s aim is distinctly different than the usual 
business model when she says: 
Stitch Kitchen is really a social enterprise not a business… 
 
Challenging the Hierarchy of Practitioner, Designer and Consumer 
In Chapter Three, a range of ‘alternatives’ and sites of resistance and challenge to fast 
fashion were articulated. But having made this initial brief introduction to my study 
participants, it is worthwhile reflecting more deeply on how the actions of individuals 
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(and maybe groups and networks) might be understood as part of this wider motion 
against fast fashion. 
Lange (2019) indicates that within dominant global fashion production the creative 
aspects of fashion are often said to end with the designer. This insight into the dominant 
hierarchy in commercial fashion resonates across both my secondary reading for this 
dissertation and my maker’s understanding – that the physical makers of clothing and 
apparel (the garment worker, the machinist) do not have a great deal of creative input or 
autonomy in their process of making or the product’s final form or distribution. If they 
do have creative input, they are generally not credited for it. Lange says many who ‘craft’ 
are making objects outside of the system of economic commodification. The participants, 
like many other Western crafters, often still sell some works but are producing on a much 
smaller one-off scale than a mainstream fashion designer, and are more likely to engage 
in other forms of non-monetary exchange, in gifting their work, and making clothing for 
themselves (Gale and Kaur, 2002, pp.37-52). 
The crafter-maker often works with raw and localised materials and has a history of 
‘making do’ and utilising scraps (Gale and Kaur, 2002, pp.50-51). In crafting using the 
process of upcycling, these participants are performing political difference even more 
than the general crafter as they are manually altering dismissed products of the fashion 
system thus highlighting the inbuild redundancy of this model and re-enchanting textile 
waste through conscious design and crafting. The designer-maker is more oriented toward 
process than materials but creates in small lots which are generally made on-site with 
most components of the creative process being carried out by the designer-producer 
(p.49). Since Gale and Kaur (2002) was written there have been many industry changes 
and shifts in technology meaning the term designer has shifted substantially.  
Theorists such as Zelenkova (2019) and Anja-Lisa Hirscher’s (2013 however, ask 
institutions to try harder to work with practitioners, designers, and the local public and to 
implement as much slow fashion and anti-fashion thinking as they can in their role to help 
the public and students to resist the rapacious commercialism of their industry drivers. 
These same authors such as Zelenkova (2019) also call for designers to work with 
methods such as participatory design, and other methods which challenge the ‘status quo 
of the fashion designer’ (p.36) as a person’s relationship changes with a clothing item 
based on their interaction with it, and participant-driven design is one method of 
achieving this. In Anja-Lisa Hirscher’s (2013) article on a shift to more sustainable 
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consumption she examines the role fashion designers might play as fashion activists in 
translating the slow fashion message to the public. She also thinks fashion activism needs 
to be integrated further within the ‘design education curriculum’ (p.36).  
 
Category of ‘Textile & Clothing Social Enterprise’ and Fashion Activism 
So, are my designers activists, or something else? Given that they don’t universally 
consider ‘upcyclers’ as the right way to describe themselves collectively, I need to look 
for another way to describe their practice and collective effect.  
For example, Clark (2008, p.444) calls for a new definition of designer, as slow activist 
designer which describes the kinds of textile processes and upcycling approaches my 
participants are using. Not simply the methods they are using but as advocates for this 
approach to fashion. 
Leading on from the range of practices, outcomes, and approaches to their making and 
McQuilten and White’s 2016 book ‘Art as Enterprise: social and economic engagement 
in the arts’, I can see potential for a new category of textile maker to extend from Gale 
and Kaur Textile Book definitions (2002). This category would be the ‘sustainable social 
enterprise’ practitioner and could cover all textile artists who actively make, even for 
themselves from a position of environmental sustainability, resilient communities, and 
extending societal creativity and create response. This could cover those who actively 
operate as a social enterprise and provide a niche for those who want to work with these 
social and environmental considerations. Some of this category could be described within 
the category of ‘craftivism’ discussed in Chapter Two relating to the broader category of 
‘artivism’.  
The reason to have a separate category specified and included within traditional textile 
practice is to acknowledge textile’s potential as social enterprise as a legitimate and 
hopefully growing category. To incorporate social enterprise models within the 
disciplines of art, textiles and fashion acknowledges that other arts practices have also 
become divorced from their political function through their over-reliance on economic 
and market imperatives. The adoption of a social enterprise framework could assist 




This chapter was based on an opening question in interviews about participants’ 
backgrounds to art practice and to upcycling which provided much information not only 
on their body of work and technical methods, but of their philosophy to upcycling and 
making. The chapter has shown that one term for maker does not suit as a description of 
participants’ work, but instead, a range of commonly held ideas and practices hold the 
participants together as a group. This is due to participants’ practices being diverse, 
having differing organisational structures within their practice, being at different 
developmental stages, and operating across artistic fields meaning not all participants 
were responding to fashion as situated within the fashion field. Many participants had 
mixed feelings towards the term upcycling which will be elaborated on in the coming 
chapters. Participants worked individually but also worked in groups and as both formal 
and informal networks within Otago.  
Stitch Kitchen is already operating from a social enterprise space and many participants 
identified in interviews that they would like to work in the sustainable social enterprise 
space too, but could not financially support themselves in this arena. This data alongside 
a close reading of McQuilten’s and White’s (20016) advocation for the reintroduction of 
creative social enterprise models, indicates that there would be more sustainable and 
socially-oriented textile and fashion practice if there was more understanding of what 
practitioners were doing and there were more available supports and structure for them to 
practice in this way.  
The information in this chapter forms the introduction to both the participants and to how 
their practices operate in Dunedin and the greater Ōtākou area and will be expanded in 
the proceeding chapters. In Chapter Eight, relating to processes connection with personal 
ideology, in Chapter Nine, expanding how ideology, economics and personal 
circumstances have shaped participants’ practices, and in Chapter Ten where participants’ 
responses to the fashion industry and to the public are extrapolated. Comments in Chapter 
Nine relate the fact that becoming a social enterprise on its own does not provide all the 
supports needed, but is one of the ingredients towards making upcycling practices more 
achievable and widespread. This in turn can change how fashion operates, through 
changing how people think about, and ‘do fashion’. 
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In the previous chapter, I argued that there are a group of people who appear to be linked 
in both practice and, potentially, in positioning as social enterprises. Further, they are 
linked through networks and shared activities. This provides a starting point for asking 
more specific questions about upcycling, its character, and its potentials to challenge 
fashion worlds. This chapter will start to look in more detail into two important things: 1) 
– why participants upcycle clothing, their motivations, and explanations for their activity, 
and 2) - an analysis of the upcycling processes and practices they employ. These processes 
demonstrate participants' varying experiences of upcycling clothing, and the methods 
they have developed. This chapter will be accompanied by photographs of respondents’ 
work, their workspaces, and upcycling processes. 
 
Why Participants Upcycle 
The following narrative explores in detail the kinds of reasons given by participants for 
why they upcycle. In this narrative, participants described upcycling clothing for a variety 
of overlapping reasons including to off-set poverty, out of economic necessity, as an 
environmental political statement, for the creative potential it embodies, as an extension 
of their textile practice, as well to challenge the current economic system, the fast fashion 
system, and the waste generated by a throw-away society. They wanted their making to 
matter, and to occupy their time and energy on work they enjoyed and in which they 
believed. They were exploring creative solutions to textile waste minimisation, searching 
for meaningful labour through forms of creative enterprise, or complimenting their ‘real 
job’ pursuing their passion in their leisure time. 
In the late 1980s Simone Montgomery began upcycling in Nelson, which was full of 50s 
vintage dresses at the time: 
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It just made sense and I loved vintage fabrics…[y]ou couldn’t buy them…. Ah, I 
wasn’t thinking about upcycling as ‘…’, a political statement or anything like 
that at that stage, it was just they were nice. 
Hilary Rowley, another participant, who began upcycling in the 1980s, reflects on her 
interest in this technique and her motivations to upcycle: 
The first recycled jersey I ever made in the 1980s, was a cropped one which I 
painstakingly cropped then picked up the stitches and crocheted a new trim 
around the bottom. Then I realised I could just crop it and overlock it around 
the bottom and sew it up, or sew a piece of rib salvaged off the bottom back 
onto the cropped jersey. I had never seen this before. In fact, upcycling was 
entirely new to me when I started doing it. It was a natural progression from 
poverty and my mend-and-make-do childhood and being a punk. 
Liz Manson began making her own clothing out of necessity due to her experience of 
extreme poverty through childhood as she expresses below: 
And the reason I was making clothes was because I didn’t really have anything 
else other than the uniform. 
This same family hardship and the resulting domestic stress resulted in Liz not pursuing 
home economics while at school which she thinks she would have benefited her: 
[I]t would have been good to have the structure but there is no way I would 
have been able to buy fabric or cotton… it would have meant that my life at 
home would have been untenable. 
Elena Poletti started upcycling as an initiative for a University Chaplains’ fundraiser: 
When I had started making stuff, I was actually raising funds for the chaplains 
at the University. 
Lucy Gray describes the pivotal life moment when she was at a juncture in her life, 
‘turning forty’ where she decided, ‘[I am] not doing this anymore’. Lucy also describes 
the decision as influenced by her relationship with her peers and daughter. She was 
making a point that she ‘did not [see] the value in everything new like [her] peers. At the 
same time as reflecting on her own peer group, Lucy was coaching her daughter on how 
to enjoy clothes and textiles as she did, but in a way that would minimise the influence of 
peer pressure and fashion and beauty marketing. 
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All the participants referenced their mothers as either making textiles, sewing, or 
encouraging them to sew and make. Kerry describes her mother’s creative influence: 
Mum always adorned and changed things for us, so I think that was a powerful 
sort of a thing. 
Kerry also mentioned the influence of growing up in the countryside, farming ingenuity 
and growing up in the era of doing-it-yourself as shaping her inventory approach to 
creativity. Many participants indicated that their design processes were often inspired by 
a particular second-hand garment and what they could do to improve it. Participants’ eyes 
sparkled at the mention of second-hand shops and finding textile treasure, shown in 
Kerry’s statement below: 
You sort of get a real kick when you find something not that sort of expensive, 
but you know, oh, I could just do this, and it would look really amazing. 
My processes share many common elements with the participants as outlined in Chapter 
One. 
 
Upcycling within Participants’ Practices 
It is important to look more closely at how practices emerge and are connected to multiple 
dynamics in fashion worlds. The following narrative shows that participants were not 
simply ‘upcyclers’, but that this positioning emerged from the ways they engaged in many 
textile methods connected to recycling, mending, reconstruction, and embellishing. 
Upcycling is also part of the slow fashion toolkit, meaning it is important to demonstrate 
how the aspects of upcycling connect to slow fashion to strengthen local communities 
and promote political, economic, material, ideological and environmental systems 
change. Fiona Clements highlighted this idea: 
 “Upcycling is a social movement…Upcycling takes time, energy and careful 
thought”. 
Some of Elena’s upcycling has taken the form of embellishing and re-inventing vintage 








Participants Articulate Their Processes  
When I first started it was um, about using off-cuts, manufacturer’s off-cuts and 
I was collecting those from local designers and local manufacturers. So, my 
graduate collection was made entirely from those manufacturing off-cuts… and 
then I realised how much time it takes to make those pieces (Fiona Clements) 
 
Figure 28: Fiona Clements’s merino top made from 
local manufacturers’ upcycled off-cuts. 
 
Participants often explained using particular upcycling processes by saying they were 
‘drawn to it’, that it was ‘serendipity’ or ‘I like this process’. The methods were not 
original but borrowed and incorporated in novel ways using the equipment and materials 
on-hand. These responses indicated that participants were extending their skills, that 
upcycling is a process-driven method, and that enjoying the processes and any discoveries 
made along the way were important reasons for upcycling.  
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For some participants certain upcycling materials and processes had been used 
specifically to connect to the theme, but participants’ processes and materials were 
integrated into their other design and art practices, had become second-nature, were multi-
layered in meaning, and were not always conscious decisions. 
Being a labour-intensive process, clothing upcycling challenges makers to be endlessly 
innovative, but endless possibilities can create too much challenge. Participants discussed 
their need to set personal limits. Fiona Jenkin discussed her preference for inventing 
within a specified design brief. Another method participants engaged to set limits was not 
trying every technique and idea but using techniques with which they were already 
familiar, and enjoying and developing these. Many described their techniques as easy and 
common; it was just what they did with it that was interesting or different. Margie’s quote 
below shows her preference for known techniques: 
I stick with a process I know as it is quicker, and I will be better at it than if I 
have to learn a new technique.  
In the past Margie had accumulated a pile of wool remnants and, as a confident knitter, 
she knitted herself a vest shown in the first image seen below. Margie then employed a 
friend to crochet her a woollen vest from her wool scraps, as crochet was not a skill that 
came easily to her.  
 
Figure 29: back of Margie’s knitted remnants vest. 
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Processing Upcycled Materials 
Participants have built up their textile knowledge and valued having a good eye, trained 
over the years in how to spot gems, to approximate sizes, for which labels to look out, 
and how to identify fabrics. A good eye also refers to thinking of a great application for 
the material, seeing and being able to harness and draw out its intrinsic value. Desi says, 
‘I swear I can spot a woollen jersey from 50 paces’. Desi seeks out wool, silk, linen, and 
bark-cloth fabrics but also considers herself as a dispatch station in that she accepts and 
collects materials and equipment with which others can upcycle too.  
Desi describes learning about fabric integrity with her tea-cloth panel-skirt design. On the 
trial skirt which she wears, one panel developed a hole, but the beauty of the panel design 
is she can easily replace this weakened section. Desi also mentions washing, pulling fabric 
and ironing as ways of testing the fabric integrity before working further on a piece. 
Activities involved in preparing upcycled materials are sourcing, sequestering, washing, 
ironing, unpicking, cutting, looking over, rip testing and sniff testing. One looks the fabric 
over for stains, holes, and weaknesses, and to check if the dye is colour-fast. When asked 
what she did to prepare her upcycled materials Simone explained that she tries to cut 
down the processing time as much as she can: 
Not a lot, I sniff them…to see if they are okay (laughs) and if they are 
not…[w]ell we wash things far too much anyway. 
Some participants wanted to wash everything before they worked with it for hygienic 
reasons. Washing, drying, and ironing were an intrinsic part of the upcycling process. 
Washing helped remove stains and sizing to make fabric receptive to dyes. Many 
mentioned the amount of time, energy, and resources the washing process entails, 
therefore some only wash their garments at the end. This was also for ecological reasons. 
Fiona Clements washed her upcycled fabrics afterwards to save time and energy as she 
worked on the floor piecing the remnants together in these designs walking all over her 
pieces. 
Some participants, such as Lucy’s account below demonstrates, were attracted to the 
immediacy and creative invention of upcycling technique: 
‘[I] like cutting things up, I like scissors, [I] don’t like fussy’.  
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Hilary mentioned doing lighter tests on clothing and fabric before she purchases it to test 
if the fabric composition is suitable for dyeing, a process which she uses often in her 
upcycling: 
I check for wool content by burning a wee corner. Wool and cotton [fabrics] 
can be incorporated together [into a garment] and then dyed after sewing.  
Practising and playing around with a material or process is another approach mentioned 
by participants such as Elena, Margie and Liz. Elena describes below how her pieces 
‘come together’: 
And often I’ll have had things for a long time before I decide, right this is how 
this is going to [go]…’ 
Many participants used their hands and eyes to do the work, shifting pieces around 
physically and creating mental maps to connect various elements and ideas before getting 
the needle and thread or sewing machine involved. This attraction to fabric was 
unanimous among participants and was often voiced in explanations of their upcycling 
processes. For example, Elena stated, ‘[b]ecause the other thing is, the fact that fabric 
speaks to you.’ 
For some participants, the attraction of working with second-hand materials and 
upcycling with them was not simply due to the smaller financial outlay, it was the 
creativity the materials and processes offered. Margie’s comments illustrate this: 
I would have to say just the sheer pleasure of creating stuff, um, and just being 
able to pick and choose.  
Margie’s interest in textiles included a direct tacit connection to cloth such as her memory 
of getting into mischief stroking a stranger’s fox fur on the tram aged two. She thinks her 
practice: 
[H]as just sort of evolved from just a love of fabric because I think I am a fairly 
tactile person.  
Participant Liz discusses her ideas for weaving which have been trialled in a number of 
different forms. Liz's idea is to weave into preloved garments and have them still retaining 
a degree of their original form and possibly still be wearable.  
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Figure 30: Liz’s tie weaving in progress and connected to the loom 
(itself an upcycled clothes shelving unit). 
 
Participants were often process-orientated looking at the materials abstractly, placing 
small pieces next to each other, trying out different techniques that may or may not work, 
often being novel in material choice and processes, designing to use up resources, and 
designing to make a political point. Sometimes the era, form, integrity of crafting or style 
of the original item is retained, but sometimes radically altered. Participants who altered 
were just as convinced they were continuing the fabric’s story as those were who 
preserved the original. Many participants used both approaches. 
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The sensory pull and association of textiles were stressed by participants as was the 
layered rich language they hold. Textiles were described as soothing, therapeutic, rich 
and exciting. Some are attracted to the look or potentially the feel of a second-hand textile 
such as Lucy who said, ‘‘[I] love fabrics, [I found a] skirt with [the] ‘most amazing floral 
corduroy’. 
 
Figure 31: Lucy’s unpicked fabric panels ready to be upcycled. 
Lucy’s image is an example of finding an incomplete garment or project at the second-
hand shop which offers possibilities for reconstruction. 
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Elena adores fabric yet sometimes the pieces she can access are not big enough to create 
the luxurious effect that the fabrics contain. In the image below, Elena has extended the 
drama of two pieces of devoré velvet she had by incorporating black velvet edging thus 
increasing the volume. 
 
Figure 32: Elena’s elegant devoré velvet and black velvet cape. 
 
Favourite Things to Collect  
Certain items were particularly popular such as blankets. Kerry describes what she likes 
about blanket fabric and its application for her reskinning processes: 
Blankets are a big part of what I do… and also because they stretch, and they 
are just lovely to work with… they take a shape and they, for my trophies, they 








Lucy acquired a kimono at an antique store in Wellington while attending a conference 
and created a dress by unstitching a silk kimono and using a vintage pattern for the design.  
 
Figure 34: Lucy’s silk dress. 
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Margie has sourced two large bags of tie remnants from the one remaining New Zealand 
tie manufacturer for her patchwork. When asking companies for favours in sorting 
remnants, Margie has learnt: 
Sometimes they might say, ‘do you want a particular colour?’, and I have 
learnt to say, ‘no’. Because if you say, ‘no, I will take what you can give me’, 
they are much more generous; they will just chuck everything at you.  
Even participants who had businesses selling upcycled clothing also upcycled textiles in 
non-wearable works. All participants took on the upcycling and slow fashion ethos in 
their own dress and homes, coating their existences in cloth. Margie’s approach to 
upcycling originates from patchwork which she often constructs as furnishings. 
Patchwork evolved from designing with scraps and as Margie demonstrates in the image 
below, can even be applied to bedheads.  
 
Figure 35: Margie’s patchwork bedspread and bedhead. 
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Some participants expressed their lack of confidence in sewing and constructing a whole 
garment from scratch although many participants did follow patterns, create their own 
block patterns, and unpick clothing and reconstruct it.  
 
Humour 
Many participants express personal humour in their work and enjoyed word play and 
textile-related jokes which made the interviews entertaining, with comments such as 
Simone’s that she always attracted fluff because of her strong positive energy. For 
example, Kerry’s ‘Three Hail Mary’s’ bag pictured below, she has taken the prayer cards 
given to Catholic children; Kerry and has photocopied them, increasing their mystical 
aura through pixilation and lamination. 
 
Figure 36: Kerry’s ‘Three Hail Mary’s bag. 
 
What to Collect and What Not to  
When it came to collecting, each participant had different criteria for collection based on 
items they were missing for current projects, what they always looked out for, what was 
in-store that day, and items collected on behalf of others.  
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Participant Simone explains collecting for a piece made for the 2019 Hokonui Fashion 
Awards using non-traditional patchwork and soft sculptural construction methods:  
I look out for certain fabrics and I have collected them up and they have been 
mostly chiffon based, silk and polyesters… and so I have made a giant star…of 
all these recycled fabrics… I did have to buy a metre of something else to just 
try and do the edges. 
 
Figure 37: Simone’s ‘I AM’ costume. 
 
Figure 38: detail of chiffon fabric and stitching in Simone’s ‘I AM’ costume. 
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Books, patterns, and magazines were also collected by participants and identified as 
sources of ongoing design inspiration. Below, Elena explains why she collects knitting 
magazines:  
I started collecting knitting magazines because I found a whole stash one day. So, 
like, if I knit swatches; pattern swatches for blankets, I go through my old knitting 
magazines and go through the patterns I like. 
Elena also collects vintage patterns, such as the Academy patterns, for herself and her 
customers from which to design. Elena discussed the importance of New Zealand Stitch 
magazine to her mother’s sewing and how this has continued in her own design process. 
  
Figure 39: Elena’s Academy patterns. 
 
Figure 40: Elena’s Stitch magazines. 
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Upcycling’s Link to Personal Identity  
In the statement below, Desi describes using an upcycled dress and thread and also 
‘upcycling’ the environmental messages from the stall-holders adjacent:  
The very first piece I started, and I actually started it out of, I was sitting 
minding a market stall and I didn’t have any embroidery. I didn’t take a project 
with me to make, and I had a woollen dress that I was selling, and the stall next 
to me was the ‘Oil-Free Otago’ stall. And they had their symbol of the albatross 
flying, so I got one of their flyers and I started embroidering the albatross on 
the dress, then I sort of went a little bit mad and started embroidering this huge 
sort of oil slick on the dress. 
This shows how upcycling can effectively utilise both a patchwork of fabric and social 
and environmental ideas. These aspects work together producing work that is 
commenting on far more than simply the fashion system, but demonstrating a broader 
internalisation and expression of participants’ external worlds. 
Liz mentioned this multi-faceted language of art and upcycling to explain why people 
like to discuss it:  
Because it can be loaded from lots of different directions… [b]ecause when it 
says all that at once, then all those different things all meet at the same time 
and that is really quite interesting… 
 
Connection to the Past 
Some participants had a sentimental attachment to the people behind the materials and 
this altered their handling of the materials, the form they gave them, and often their 
attitude towards the outcome. This was interesting ground in terms of thinking about the 
embodiment of textiles. For others, such as Elena, it was more an interest in giving these 
former styles new life with the era and its ethos being carried over. Elena explained that 
because she purchases from second-hand shops not from individuals, the connection to 
items’ direct personal history has been lost. Connection to place was created through a 
connection to past, present, and future.  
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Lucy finds the personal life of clothing items fascinating: 
I love the history, my daughter and I will often say, ‘oh, I wonder who wore 
this?’. ‘Where did they wear it?’, ‘Did they have a good time?’ ‘Did they spill 
something on it?’  
Lucy has connected to her material family history reusing her old denim jacket, her 
daughter’s old t-shirt and her patch collection to craft herself this outer-worldly jacket. 
Lucy read through the Upcycling Seminar 2019 profiles online and identified with the 
sentiments of Desi Liversage saying she too cannot see the sense in throwing away denim, 
particularly jackets, as they are a classic design and do not really change form.  
 
Figure 41: front of Lucy’s denim jacket. 
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Figure 42: back of Lucy’s denim jacket. 
 
Motivations for Upcycling 
Participants upcycle due to thrift, poverty, and wishing to lead a more sustainable lifestyle 
personally while promoting a sustainable societal shift. Participants articulated that being 
part of the slow fashion community, doing something positive for their local community, 
and building a global community and social traction around clothing consumption and 
textile waste are powerful motivators for their upcycling work. Participants upcycle due 
to economic pragmatism and because they aspire to find work that fits their skills, talents, 
and ethics, want to work at something creative where they can be themselves, and want 
an avenue to express ideas about aesthetics, society, economics, and politics.  
Upcycling is best described as a slow fashion approach to making. It is also the concept 
of using discarded and waste textiles and garments to create new pieces which have a 
higher value to the public, the person who made them, and the person they are made for. 
Clothing upcycling involve a series of common practical steps such as sourcing discarded 
and second-hand materials, washing and preparing these materials, disassembling, and 
reassembling the materials, attaching fragment of materials together, mending and 
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embellishing and a series of handcrafting and textile and fashion techniques. Participants 
engaged in several different techniques specific to their skills sets and interest, the 
materials they were working with, the effect they were wanting to create, and the over-all 
form they were wishing to produce. 
 
What is Upcycling? 
Returning to the question at the end of Chapter Six, my participants’ processes do provide 
further points of entry into how we might understand and characterise upcycling. In many 
respects, the processes undertaken by my participants reveal that clothing upcycling 
emerges from the do-it-yourself sustainability lifestyle of carrying out all the processes 
of dismantling and re-assembly of clothing or adaption using primarily second-hand 
materials. Namely, to mend, alter and embellish something redundant or low in social and 
economic value to make it great. However, for some participants, these methods are just 
slow fashion. The tip of the upcycling iceberg and ‘real upcycling’ is when items get 
disassembled entirely, or materials are in pieces and have to be radically reformed often 
still referencing their former life in their new usage. Upcycling also denotes the well-
rounded focus of many alternatives who apply their creative ‘upcycling’ vision to many 
aspects of their life to make it more comfortable, sensorially appealing, personally 
resonant, and energetically embodied.  
Upcycling then, also applies to artists using non-archival materials, using pieces of the 
material world and their personal lives as part of their creative vision, and using their 
creative minds to explore new combinations, both conceptually and manually. This is a 
philosophy that favours creativity and creative individuality over technically polished 
precision, yet technical skill and skills development are also integral to the process. All 
participants have some involvement with the online upcycling and slow fashion 
movements. All participants cared about quality of materials and workmanship, and all 
chose to subvert the fashion system in various ways in their own lives, including wearing 
pieces they and others they know had made. All participants enjoyed working with 
textiles and had developed considerable skills. Their upcycling practices developed due 
to their awareness of the growing global movement and through their own experiences of 
these issues working with textiles.  
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Another interesting observation is that many participants are more interested in the 
process of making and designing than they are in the production of marketable products 
which fits into a craftivist approach of the multiple motivations people have to make art. 
This passion for upcycling design often proved an obstacle in terms of putting time and 
energy into marketing oneself to increase reach, opportunities, and revenue as 
participants’ priorities were designing, making, teaching, and advocating, and energy 
levels and resources were finite.  
 
Being an Upcycler 
There is not a specific moment in which someone decides to become an upcycler, rather, 
participants’ have journeyed into it via specific ideologies techniques, materials, and 
opportunities. They have still made choices as they have progressed, partly based on a 
wider set of social and environmental, economic concerns while balancing their wellbeing 
and personal circumstances. They adapt their interaction styles and the framing of their 
upcycling work to suit these shifting circumstances. It is a mixture of human and non-
human agencies that drive them to work in this way as they are interacting with a number 
of systems, drawing attention to the performative role of clothing and materials and the 
ways this can be harnessed and drawing attention to the unsustainable fashion industry as 
an example of humans strong causal influence on planetary systems making it ultimately 
a post-human approach.  
Upcycling involves the manual processes of sourcing, washing, preparing, sewing, and 
redesigning with second-hand and discarded textiles and clothing items. Upcycling 
processes also involved the marketing, and showing of work, connecting with the slow 
fashion community, and engaging and involving the public all being important factors of 
participants practices which should be included within a definition of upcycling, and in 
time-costings of upcycling work. A piece made following upcycling methods is intended 
to ‘up’ the value of scrap textiles and discarded or devalued clothing to save textile 
materials from being quickly disposed of  attempting to work against the production of 
new textile and clothing production and the unconscious consumption, wearing, and 
disposal of clothing and attire.  
While the precise upcycling methods used by participants vary even within their own 
practice, their concentration on waste fabrics as their base materials was a unifying feature 
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of their work. Another important aspect was the fact that the participants could identify 
different roles people were playing or could play within the clothing upcycling. In this 
sense their methods, their motivations to work in this way and the ways they organised 
their practice in opposition to the norms of status quo fashion were what consolidated the 
group. Their recognition of each other as working towards the same humanitarian cause 
was a strong uniting feature of the research as was the connections, we could see in how 
other geographically situated practitioners were critically responding to fast fashion. 
Having begun this process of characterising the practices, processes, and motivations of 
upcycling, I want to now turn to some of the many challenges identified in Chapter Two 





Work Conditions and Wellbeing 
 
Introduction 
In the previous chapter, my participants showed that their practice – and the multiplicity 
of ways that it was reflected in and generated by upcycling processes – was created out 
of many influences, inspirations and yet also hinted towards constraints and pressures. 
These are, potentially, the kinds of pressures that were identified by many critical fashion 
scholars and were reviewed in Chapters Two and Three. This chapter looks deeper into 
these kinds of pressures and constraints, and outlines how participants’ work conditions 
and wellbeing align within their clothing upcycling practices. 
As argued in Chapter Two, McQuilten’s (2017) analysis of why textile groups form and 
their reasons for functioning as a group, and McQuilten and White’s (2016) assessment 
of art’s connection with capital, provide an underlying framework of analysis for this 
chapter. These ideas help to assess how local upcycling practices are supported in the 
current economy, and the non-monetary factors that motivate participants’ work. 
McRobbie’s (2016) theory of ‘passion work’ and the working conditions of women in 
entrepreneurial creative enterprise (2016) is also utilised to understand how participants 
have shaped their practices to accommodate their health needs and stages in life, and the 
challenges they have encountered, and strategies employed pursuing their upcycling 
practices.  
Economics can influence many aspects of a person’s lived reality, including how they 
pursue their time and interests, their societal contributions, communal connections, 
creative expression, and their sense of worth. How do participants view their passion for 
textiles and clothing upcycling being catered for under the present economic system? 
How do they work around their health and well-being needs? Is this something they do 
for a hobby or as employment or career? And if it provides such poor economic returns, 
what compels participants to continue the practice? This analysis is only able to 
commence a preliminary scan of these dynamics, with additional data and enquiry being 
needed to articulate a fuller reading of upcycling creatives as precarious workers in 
neoliberal times. 
120 
Participants Experience Pursuing their Practice 
Many participants are making part-time while supporting themselves in other 
employment. Participant Lucy Gray expressed frustration that she could not afford more 
time to upcycle, and the reality that securing paid creative employment in order to support 
her family was unlikely. Desi Liversage expressed her tribulations attempting to make a 
viable business selling her upcycled designs, and the difficulties with energy levels and 
bodily fatigue she had experienced travelling to markets around Otago and unpacking and 
repacking her stall. Some participants had other paid work that they enjoyed which 
provided enough financial stability for them to use their ‘time off’ to upcycle. Other 
participants were of retiree status and had more time to indulge as they did not have the 
same necessity to use their time for producing income as they had experienced at earlier 
times in their lives. For Margie Beyer, this was the first time she could go to auctions, 
buy materials, and do textile work whenever she wanted: 
[I]n the last six years I have been entirely on my own so, this is probably the 
first time in my life in which I can just indulge myself. 
Simone Montgomery has upcycled textiles as her secondary work for many years and 
would like to devote herself to making a viable business from upcycling clothing and 
slow fashion: 
I am kind of changing my focus towards slow fashion, slow well-designed 
fashion… So, I will be trying to design for a market. 
 
Figure 43: Simone’s collection of retro clothing. 
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Simone expresses that she ‘recycles clothes’ as she collects retro clothing which she sells 
at stalls such as the Vintage Round Up. Fiona Clements has been working as a ‘zero-
waste designer’ for years. She would like to investigate other markets but thinks she is 
too small to contend in the globalised industry and has never had the investment backing 
to launch at the scale she would need to in order to make a decent financial return. 
Liz, has largely been unable to work in employment due to ill health, and as a result spent 
time studying and producing art largely in isolation. Gaining some recognition for her 
work prompted her to consider a career as an artist for a time. However due to the stress 
she encountered studying her last arts programme she withdrew, finding the process too 
personally costly. “I realised I was too poor to study or make art”. This realization was 
freeing for Liz and she thought it was good for her to accept that her life circumstances 
are not those amenable to making art. Liz still upcycles to create costumes for her Fringe 
performances, as shown below by the pants she upcycled from a sweatshirt.. 
 
Figure 44: Liz’s Fringe performance pants. 
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Second-Hand Clothing Changes in New Zealand  
Some participants mentioned the lack of second-hand shops in Dunedin prior to the 
1990s, those open had blacked-out windows and a very worn standard of clothing 
available. In the 1990s as the clothing trade globalised, New Zealanders were getting rid 
of their older or ‘out of fashion’ clothing. The decade proved very rewarding for those 
with limited incomes and an eye for quality fabrics and retro styles. Now, after twenty-
five plus years of cheap clothing imports, the massification of poorly made, trend-driven 
synthetic clothing has become apparent to general New Zealand society. The stigma of 
buying and wearing second-hand has potentially changed in Otago but was still an issue 
hampering the sales and work of  participants as the mediated or encultured idea of ‘not 
wanting to be seen in old clothes’ was slowing down consumer resistance to 
contemporary fashion’s production methods. 
With the introduction of more second-hand shops in the last twelve years, prices had 
gotten better, especially for women and small children, the ‘golden days of $2 ‘fill a bag’ 
were gone’ but $5 ‘fill a bag’ could be found. Op-shops used to have better quality retro-
clothing and there are only so many Tamahine jersey stashes left. Now there is much 
more stock on the shelves, but lots is cheaply-made polyester clothes which are hard to 
upcycle and difficult to biodegrade. Many wanted more local responsibility for textile 
waste, including more investment in local reuse projects. Participants still considered 
second-hand shop items to be of much better quality and distinction than those at new 
clothing stores. They were a better fit for participants’ eclectic style, and their love of 
different fabrics and prints, different eras, and as examples of textile and clothing history. 
 
Second-Hand Clothing Industry Considerations 
One of the topics discussed in my second interview with Liz was if the second-hand 
clothing industry was diverting support away from the production of new and faster 
fashion or becoming part of the same problem. Dunedin actually has a thriving second-
hand clothes industry because of Dunedin’s fashion scene and stock a larger range of 
nicely made clothing in comparison to other locations without this industry influence.  
Now second-hand clothing is also big business with many shops operating from a 
business-model having paid managers, a team of volunteers. Now second-hand boutiques 
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have retro classics and designer pieces once found at the op-shop, Second-hand shops 
now often sell designer and vintage items online too. They are run to a large degree on 
volunteer labour and are experiencing increasing organisational demand for food parcels 
and other forms of household assistance. The prices are also too high for many customers’ 
allocated clothing budget. These organisations hold the social responsibility of recycling 
or disposing of the items the public donate which do not sell. This is financially costly 
and time-consuming. There are many pressures placed on charity organisations and this 
research does not give these organisations the chance to respond. These comments instead 
reflect the overview of participants observations.  
 
Wellbeing and Upcycled Clothing 
Participants Elena, Margie, and Lucy expressed upcycling as being a great process for 
encouraging creative and intellectual play. This intellectual play extends into the way we 
perceive of ‘broken and devalued’ things and how we manually shape or ‘reshape’ the 
material world. Rather than examining objects objectively, manually manipulating 
materials and playing with processes imparts other critical knowledge developed through 
abstract thinking, kinesthesis and practical problem-solving. 
Many participants were responding to the problems of our time through the ideology of 
personal empowerment and being active social agents in the belief that their actions and 
work would create change in their lives while simultaneously acting as an example to 
others. Many participants enjoyed being part of, and doing something for their 
community. They were passionate about textiles and clothing upcycling with many 
participants wanting to make this passion their employment. Many participants expressed 
that they reduced their carbon footprint by purposefully avoiding buying new clothes, 
making their own clothing, altering clothing they already had, and through minimising 
their wardrobe and their wear, all steps to reduce their clothing consumption and waste. 
Practices were organised to fit around participants' health. This included the overall 
structure of their practices which often incorporated an ability to change one’s activity or 
not work if they were not feeling up to it. If not considering finances, many participants' 
current upcycling practices were conceived as a better fit for maintaining their health and 
wellbeing than in their previous forms of employment, owing to their ability to shape the 
structure of their practice, and due to their passion for textiles and upcycling. 
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During interviews there was discussion that sewing, and clothing upcycling were not easy 
skills as we all felt we were still learning, having already worked with textiles for many 
years. Despite this under-playing of our skill sets, there was still a consensus that 
upcycling was for everyone including the mainstream fashion industry. Upcycling and 
sewing were also put forward as basic life skills that could be learnt, and were fun. 
Participants cherished the domestic and the ‘personal as political’, especially in respects 
to telling the story of women’s lives. They valued upcycled designs, textile processes, the 
resources required to manufacture fabric, the hands and people that made textiles, and the 
history of clothing’s use and wear. 
 
Connecting and Teaching 
Many participants enjoyed textile upcycling as a means to connect with and teach others. 
Exercising a degree of social involvement and agency were activating features for Lucy: 
[It is]…encouraging, quite powerful… ‘we are part of a movement’, ‘…and we might 
be able to initiate some change.’ 
For Fiona Jenkin teaching people to tailor, mend clothing and work on community textile 
upcycling projects was very satisfying. For her teaching sewing basics and upcycling was 
a powerful role she felt fitted her.  
For Lucy, learning a textile skill and passing it on was a way of creating a community 
and valuing the skills of women. This handing on and sharing of knowledge was often 
intergenerational too, with participants learning from their parents and grandparents and 
sharing their interest with children and just other people.  
After viewing a tea cloth quilt on Pinterest and wanting to commemorate her mother’s 
tea cloth collection, Margie created a quilt. 
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Figure 45: detail from Margie’s teacloth quilt. 
 
Stitch Kitchen 
For Fiona Clements and Fiona Jenkin, the connection came in 2015 when the two got 
together forming Just Atelier Trust; now Stitch Kitchen, as a social enterprise to teach 
people sewing and fabric waste and reuse. Desi Liversage is now a trustee member and 
the organisation has also worked with other participants such as myself and liaise with 
interns, volunteers, local businesses, the Council, and the local community. 
Stitch Kitchen have a range of people coming to classes and to volunteer in projects. They 
see many tourists who connect with the International Fashion Revolution advertising, and 
they are beginning to see more men come to the sessions. Many care-givers bring their 
children along to help them learn sewing skills and creative methods to increase 
sustainability and personal resilience. Stitch Kitchen has a policy of inclusion, and 
embracing diversity and difference in a caring and respectful space. Stitch Kitchen 
deliberately aims to reduce barriers to community participation through donation-based 
sessions and free workshops.  
Fiona Clements discusses Stitch Kitchen’s business structure:  
We are a registered non-profit, Stitch Kitchen actually is, but we run it like a social 
enterprise because we think everyone should be valued for what they are doing, 
whether that is financial or that is time or whether that is an exchange of some sort. 
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They recognise that a facility like Stitch Kitchen needs to have better networking with 
local organisations and the local public and more resourcing to flourish into the future.  
Fiona Clements examines how skills build up: 
...[P]eople can come and learn skills around sewing and not have any pressure on 
them to, you know, they can watch and learn if they need to, or they can just do some 
ironing if they need to, or you know… there is no pressure and no judgement to be 
great at it. [A]nd you are learning a simple skill and you can build on that and gain 
your confidence.  
 
Figure 46: volunteer tracing out pattern after assessing how to lay panels to minimise fabric waste. 
 
Figure 47: Fiona Jenkin demonstrating how to sew elephants up after stuffing with Dacron and 
off-cuts left over from elephant fabric which is already scrap fabric. 
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Figure 48: Stitch Kitchen volunteer sewing up a green elephant following Fiona Jenkin’s advice. 
 
Work Conditions 
No participant was able to draw a full wage from their clothing upcycling practice. Hilary 
mentioned being able to make an income in the 1980s and 1990s but said the ease of 
generating money from creative enterprise changed with the 2008 global financial crash. 
Hilary explained the reason she can return to upcycling is because she is now retired and 
does not have to make large or fast economic returns from her work. Hilary enjoys the 
creative challenge and possibilities upcycling presents and finds international tourists are 
very interested in upcycled design. She mentions that awareness and a market for 
upcycling are growing which should result in upcycling designers commanding more 
money for their work. Hilary also discussed the lack of support many shop owners offer 
in stocking upcycled while making the point that the nature of work has changed. In the 
past she had a full-time physical shop but now thinks many designers are working part-
time due to the need to juggle multiple time commitments and competing priorities. 
Hilary believes more consignment stores and pop-up stores are what upcycling designers 




Clip-Storage Containers and a Bad Case of Pile-Itis 
Limited work and storage space were of issue to all participants, so they were selective 
in what they collected. The price and the limited selection of studio spaces available 
meant when hiring spaces health and safety were on-going concerns, and many 
participants were working from home and then had issues of health and safety to contend 
with there. Participants already had extensive collections of clothing and materials and 
lacked the space to collect more fabrics without using and culling the materials they 
already had. Storage and time to sort and re-home materials was extensive so there was a 
need to factor in these costs for upcycled products or services, particularly if upcycling 
textiles was a service being provided to the community or to organisations.  
Elena discussed her condition of ‘Pile-itis’; the habitual making of piles, a tendency 
shared by many participants. Participants acknowledged their fascination with textiles 
and collecting second-hand materials which were going to be discarded or land-filled. 
Some participants admitted that this did cause space problems at home and sometimes 
relationship issues as ‘the stuff’ began to take up room.  
 
 
Figure 49: Elena’s workroom and storage. 
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Figure 50: Fiona Clements’s storage and workroom after a tidy-up. 
 
  
Figure 51: Desi’s denim collection. Figure 52: Desi’s tea cloth collection. 
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Many textile processes were used before an end product was created. These labour-
intensive processes involved sourcing, checking, unpicking, cutting, cleaning, mending, 
designing, deconstructing, and reconstructing. The time, processes, price, and the amount 
of fabric needed to make the end-product were generally considered before sourcing 
materials, yet when making for oneself, the criteria were more emotion-based. Even when 
designing for others, participants were such fabric vultures that if they saw something 
unusual and affordable, they would get it and a use would appear in time. 
 
 
Figure 53: Margie’s cupboard (closed when not in use to protect against light, heat, and moths). 
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Unaffordability of upcycling for resale 
I couldn’t command the price, the true value of that piece from the consumer 
because they just don’t understand… nor do they value clothes to the point 
where they would pay what its true value is…and so I had to start thinking 
about how do I make money easier (Fiona Clements) 
Many participants mentioned the unaffordability of upcycling clothing within a clothing 
design business. Hilary mentions that she still retained her upcycled coat collection within 
her fashion range, but for large scale production upcycling was not feasible, it was ‘value 
added’ and had to be equated into time costing. Fiona Clements says that ‘you have to 
work individually …and that is where it becomes really unviable’.  
Many of these pieces are too expensive to be affordable if sold at real cost or compared 
to a generic mass-produced garment. If much locally hand-designed slow fashion is 
prohibitively expensive for consumers, then upcycled designs are all the more prohibitive. 
In this way many participants had devoted their time into upcycling and elaborating their 
own clothing in ways they could not find on the racks and would not have the money to 
pay for, or the confidence that their payment would  provide adequate and respectful re-
imbursement and ownership to the creators. Hilary referred to her upcycling methods as 
a process which she enjoyed but if designing for sale she would have to consider the time 
involved before embarking on a piece or a product line.  
The prohibitive time, energy and cost factors of clothing upcycling meant that many 
elaborate upcycled pieces were made for the self, for friends or for non-monetary 
exchange. It also meant in order to sell; some participants feel they are forced to under-
charge. Marketing helped public reach, but often this took time away from the making 
which for many was the desired time and a time already circumscribed. With the 
exception of Stitch Kitchen, participants did not employ media or marketing help but 
instead sought knowledge through the experience of others and through online platforms.  
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Figure 54: Simone’s sewing machine at the end of the hallway. 
 
Sewing into the Small Hours 
For Margie, the last few years were the first time she had been able to fully indulge herself 
going to auctions, buying second-hand textiles and pursuing her sewing. At age 74 Margie 
was recovering from recent back surgery but looking forward to getting back on her 
sewing machine. During her earlier years she had brought up her son, worked as a primary 
school teacher, and upon arriving in Dunedin several years ago had spent much of her 
time nursing her terminally-ill husband. Now Margie sews into the small hours. Choosing 
one’s own hours has benefits such as being able to follow the inspiration and being able 
to work around other activities. But Margie gets worried sometimes when so many hours 
have passed without her awareness or her even turning her head from side to side: 
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I can work till the wee small hours…I will start after tea and I will be doing something 
or another, getting the collar sitting right and I’ll think, oh that’s finished now, and I 
will look at the time and it is three in the morning.  
The evening is often a quiet uninterrupted time to complete exhibition pieces for Simone, 
having a day job as a primary teacher. Simone admits to sewing most of the night away 
realising she only had three hours to sleep before getting up for work. Maybe this is the 
passion of getting carried away with one’s projects, but perhaps participants cannot justify 
spending this amount of time on their upcycling, so they find this time late at night. 
Upcyclers may not be factoring in this time but may feel compelled to do these hours to 
get their pieces completed. Maybe some of this time is considered non-productive due to 
it often consisting of small repetitive manual movements, or that participants' enjoyment 
of their work somehow negates the lost hours. The majority of participants are working 
from home in a self-organised practice, meaning issues of work conditions is something 
that has to be self-managed but also needs to be overseen to recognise the lengths to which 
practitioners go, the personal sacrifices they make for their work, and the lack of 
governmental supports and income that makes pursuing a creative enterprise such an 
endurance. 
 
Energy and Enthusiasm Fatigue  
Many participants agreed their upcycling and textile work was a labour of love, and that 
time operated differently for them when in this space. Though many participants had 
designed their businesses around their health and personal principles, worked part-time 
and enjoyed working with others, I thought many participants including myself were 
overworked and that achieving work-life balance constantly was difficult given 
participants’ workloads. Self-care was another related concept around which participants 
framed their practices. However, being driven to be a successful practitioner and 
organising businesses and public events while managing other personal responsibilities 
including meeting their living costs, made self-care a desired state of rest.  
As Margie’s example shows, for many participants they cannot easily timetable their 
creative processes, needing to have the right conditions:  
And I find I have got to work when I am feeling in the right mood, I can’t force myself 
to do something because it just doesn’t turn out right. 
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There were also pressures in how to keep the business afloat with Fiona Clements 
expressing: 
And I am actually at the point where I am thinking, is this worth it? Because I am not 
financially sustainable at all. I literally have nothing left in my bank account 
today…[a]nd I’m like, oh shit I have got rent coming up soon, what am I going to do 
about that? And I have got a box of stock I need to get rid of to pay that, you know.  
Some participants mentioned they would like to employ out-workers on their upcycled 
designs. Hilary expressed that when making with new materials her production costs were 
reduced in part from her ability to contract out-workers but mentions her difficulties using 
out-workers for upcycled design: 
Making new I can easily cut twenty garments a day and get outworkers to sew them up. 
[I]t is hard to get outworkers to sew recycled as it takes time explaining how they [the 
panels] go together. [It is] easier to sew it myself right there as I go if I am recycling. 
This wish to outsource aspects of production is of interest, as many participants' practices 
are craft-maker or design-maker approaches with very small production lines and most 
participants currently design and produce their own ranges. This may be a natural cultural 
habit to want to work to your speciality, but the drive to outsource is also driven by 
participants struggling to make money from their designs. This parallels the plight of 
current mainstream New Zealand fashion designers and the increasing pressure on them 
to limit ‘value added’. It seems the romantic model of craft-maker, of living a sustainable 
lifestyle, and making and upcycling one’s own clothing comes into conflict when trying 
to create a financially viable business.  
For a time, Desi ran a store in the old Stuart Street Polytechnic building selling second-
hand, vintage and her upcycled attire, and though she enjoyed the experience, having to 
tidy the shop and serve customers took away too much time from her making. Desi did 
not have enough sales to cover the rent and draw an income, so she went back to selling 
online and at markets and looking for other shops to stock her work. 
 
Physical Pain, Stress and Self-Care 
Desi said she has to take a strong pain-killer at the start of her market days to counteract 
the back pain she experiences sitting at the stall all day. She discovered that using 
suitcases rather than boxes on a trolley made it easier to load and unload her stock and 
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display. Fiona Clements mentioned that some of the slowing down of her sewing in that 
she experiences full body pain working at the sewing machine due to a nerve condition. 
Hilary has had to take time out from sewing recently due to her pain levels as she awaited 
her recent hip surgery, and as mentioned earlier, Margie is currently recovering from back 
surgery. Many participants expressed that their ideas were bigger than the time they had 
in a day. Margie, after listing all the projects she wanted to complete then laughed and 
said ‘but I have been known to tell a lie on a Wednesday’ indicating her ideas outweighed 
her energy to carry them out. Margie muses: 
‘well we all have our PHDs, don’t we? (Projects Half Done), some of us just have 
more of them than others’.  
Fiona Jenkin described the stress she felt working as a machinist in a well-run Dunedin 
garment factory feeling like she was never keeping up with her quota. This experience 
working to demand and at speed gave Fiona insight into textile worker conditions at not 
so reputable factories. Fiona Clements described the stress she had in earlier employment 
in the printing industry in a chemical-ridden, unsafe, and misogynistic workplace. Fiona 
had a stint of very bad health with chronic migraines following this experience, deciding 
to reinvent herself as Senorita Awesumo to rebuild her strength and identity. 
Participants expressed that small projects are more tempting than hefty or complex 
projects. Small projects were easier to teach to a number of people, they could be worked 
on in the evening, picked up, put down and easily put away. Big projects were often 
consigned to holidays or a time when participants’ minds were clear, and they had 
physical space available to experiment with layout to work their pieces through. 
Sometimes ‘big projects’ were considered ‘too big’ such as Lucy’s conundrum of what 
to do with her and her friends’ denim she has collected en masse. Many participants had 
high expectations of themselves to solve the problem of clothing waste and to be 
financially viable in their work, and experienced energy when they had a lot to do and 
were struggling to find enough support. 
On the upside, participants found they received much positive energy from upcycling and 
doing what they loved. Health conditions were a past factor that had led many to pursuing 
upcycling work, and wellbeing was a factor they worked around in their current practices, 
of which they had not had the luxury in previous employment. This included not sitting 
at a machine for a prolonged period, working part-time, working flexible hours, and 
working from home.  
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Participants' health-states were connected to their feelings of wellbeing. In many cases 
working around their health had led participants to undertake more textile work and to try 
entrepreneurial enterprise. They felt their current work suited them, and they enjoyed 
inhabiting the spaces they had created. Those who had experienced health issues had 
insight into the capabilities and physical and mental aptitude upcycling activities required, 
which helped participants teach, coordinate and design classes for people of differing 
ability and health statuses. 
 
Participants’ Networks of Support  
Participants' practices are connected in a variety of ways. Their practices are organised as 
individual practices, group practices, and as organisations. They also organise around 
initiatives such as the group work involved promoting Fashion Revolution Week. The 
upcycled ‘pieces’ created in their practices are made both individually, and collectively, 
for example within Stitch Kitchen’s 4KT Elephants workshops and Kerry Mackay’s, The 
Art Dept classes.  
Participants’ work is displayed and marketed at clothing retail stores, fashion shows, art 
galleries and exhibitions, seminars, on the maker’s body, on others' bodies, online and in 
various New Zealand publications. Their work is also organised through classes, 
seminars, and workshops. Participants’ strategies and successes are tied to their ability to 
effectively organise and manage their available support structures. These range from 
participants’ connections to local public art and culture institutions and teaching facilities, 
support from family and friends, and their ability to connect to a broader audience and 
market. Many found support through on-line upcycling and slow fashion networks, and 
many are personally assisted by partners, mothers, fathers, children, and close friends.  
Participants have acquaintances who source and donate material and equipment, help 
them sort and transport their work, buy their work, helped them service their machines, 
track down resources and textile networks, offer inspiration on their journeys, offer 
positive and constructive feedback, help participants publicise and photograph their 
pieces, model their work, and help support them in other aspects of their lives which kept 
them motivated and healthy in order to pursue their work. At the same time, personal 
upcycling and upcycling activities were always constrained by the need to prioritise time, 
energy, money, family, work, health, and self-care. As those who aided participants were 
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often reimbursed by participants in-kind this involved additional resources to ensure these 
relationships of reciprocity were balanced.  
Some participants only wished to practise upcycling as a hobby or had alternative 
employment and income doing something they enjoyed. These participants were not as 
frustrated about the lack of income derived from upcycling as those who partook in 
upcycling as a financially viable business. Some participants were resigned to the fact 
that all art rarely pays, particularly textile art, with many participants understanding the 
lack of value and economic returns generated from these practices being connected to 
their societal representation as feminine pursuits. Desi believed she would have more 
popularity and artistic credit working with textiles if she renamed herself Desmond, a 
point Simone also raised saying Desi and herself had discussed this on a number of 
occasions both agreeing that the art and fashion world found men’s textile art somehow 
more political and more aesthetically challenging than women’s textile art.  
Some participants have difficulties finding design and fashion boutiques to stock them, 
with shops viewing upcycled clothing as stock customers would not buy. Desi expressed 
the frustration she experienced being put in the ‘second-hand clothes’ category and not 
being viewed as a legitimate ‘designer’. This frustration was based on feedback she had 
received from the public with Desi emphasising the possible role the local fashion 
community could play in advancing public attitudes and understanding on the merits of 
upcycled design. Some respondents had found the right places to stock their work with 
perseverance, and participants had also invested much time and learning into how to 
market their work more appropriately, to fine-tune their design process and image. They 
had had to learn about social media and developing a network and a following.  
 
Conclusion 
This chapter has roughly followed McQuilten and White (2016) and McQuilten (2017) 
who argue art practice needs to be assessed in in structure, aim, and public representation 
and that in understanding textile practice as a ‘creative micro-practice’ we can harness 
the creative industry in the direction of sustainable community capacity-building.  A brief 
reflection of their insights indicate that upcycling practitioners are linked to formal 
economies and are structurally disadvantaged in the following ways: economically, social 
recognition and in their marginal position in the formal economy. They are also 
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experiencing the embodied difficulties McRobbie’s (1998, 2016) describes for textile 
practitioners in a female-centred precarious fashion industry.  
Participants have to work their upcycling practices around their health, age, and personal 
circumstances to ensure their well-being. Although upcycling clothing and having a 
textile practice represented a creative option that could work around some of their 
personal needs, it is also very exhausting and demanding on health and is a very difficult, 
sometimes impossible way from which to make a return or to support oneself as a main 
income.  
Participants' personal homes are full of their collections of upcycled materials and clothes, 
which sometimes resulted in physical obstacles and relationship issues. Participants are 
working weekends, evenings, missing sleep, and are not counting many of their processes 
as part of their work hours and expenses though they are often essential to their work and 
business. These additional but necessary activities, and financial and time pressures, make 
it difficult to always have energy to be positive about their practices. Often when 
individuals and organisations did wish to acquire their services and products, participants 
were being asked to compete against a cheaper ‘sustainable’ equivalent, were working to 
further the sustainable cause, or were working with under-financed and disenfranchised 
social groups and individuals with limited capital to offer a proper rate of pay.  
The mechanics of running practices, making rent, and finding a way to make a sustainable 
business pay without enough supports and the right support structures was tiring for some, 
resulting in cyclic dips in energy which could be destabilising and meant long-term, even 
short-term viability of their practices was never assured. Issues such as storage and sorting 
involved spatial and physical investment. This made factors such as affordable 
workspaces and home rental prices considerations to ensure safe working conditions. 
Some participants also needed to access good equipment as this saved time and physical 
strain. Other participants recognised that a lack of capital had restricted their chances of 
developing their practices, of not publicising and market their work more effectively, and 
possibly for not finding a bigger market for their work. Upcycling was reported as 
unaffordable as a viable business, meaning participants need more institutional and 
governmental support to help build these types of sustainable fashion practices.  
Having reached a point where there is strong evidence of both the way that upcycling is 
practiced is reflecting a particular economic position and, to survive and establish 
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sustainable niches, demands that the participants are flexible, strategic, strongly 
committed to non-financial rewards and outcomes, the dissertation must now turn to the 
final key question about the ways in which the world of upcycling operates as a site of 
politics, difference and alternatives to fast fashion as well as the way in indicates a 
particular kind of situated performative politics in a neoliberalised world in which 




Participants’ Response to Fast Fashion  
 
Introduction 
In Chapters One and Two of this thesis, a particular constellation of problems was 
identified in the world of fashion and the critique of fast fashion has been partly 
articulated by a counter movement or ideal called slow fashion. This binary reveals 
fashion worlds as having a potentially oppositional character. Are you resisting fast 
fashion? And if you are doing so, how are you doing it? By intention? By simply aligning 
your processes with wider bodies of alternative practice, through organised actions, or as 
individuals who are sympathetic with each other’s aims? 
This chapter connects participants’ practice and upcycled pieces to how participants are 
responding to the fast fashion system. The way participants define themselves, how they 
sell and exchange their work, and their reasons for making, express how they react to the 
fashion industry as does how they align their practice and utilise second-hand textiles. 
Previous chapters have outlined external and internal drivers for participants’ upcycling 
work. This chapter draws the material together directly to address the research question. 
While some interview questions targeted this, a broader overview of participants was 
more illustrative of their action and practice. Slow fashion writers such as Clark (2008) 
theorise that it will take all sectors of fashion working together to alter the operations of 
the fashion system. This chapter has therefore been structured into the associated 
categories of: comments on the fashion system, comments on fashion education and 
comments directly to the public.  
 
Slow Fashion Connection 
Participants applied features of slow fashion such as, zero-waste design, sourcing local 
raw fibres, using organic fabrics, second-hand shopping, and designing for oneself. 
Participants value the making of garments by mending their clothing, limiting their 
buying, and thinking about what they can do to reinvent their wardrobe or dress it up 
differently. For many participants buying second-hand clothing and mending and 
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redesigning these pieces was their introduction to clothing upcycling. Many also made 
pieces to complement their existing wardrobe.  
The form of garment or the value of textile materials gives participants the impetus to 
invest differing levels of work and time into a project. Sometimes the value invested in a 
particularly valued garment, for example a coat that would last its owner years, proved a 
good form to work on as the money charged for it would cover their work. Living in 
Dunedin coats and jackets were a form many participants worked on for their personal 
wear and also proved to be a very solid base on which to build. 
Kerry McKay sees the value in vintage coats; they are well-made, have great linings, they 
are warm, last forever and are easy to mend. Kerry personalises her coats with applique.  
 
Figure 55: Kerry’s orange fox coat from her Foxy series. 
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Sometimes stylistic features of clothing were altered for personal fit and aesthetics as was 
the case for Liz. This involved adapting the button-holes and creating a taller collar to 
keep her chest and neck warm in winter. Liz is also experimenting with the idea of 
attaching some of her sculptural pieces, generally from upcycled furnishings, to a 
constructed wearable base such as a coat. 
 
Figure 56: Liz’s spiral jacket. 
 
Participants were strongly influenced by their own aesthetics when designing and making, 
even when designing for others. They felt personal satisfaction in what they had made for 
acquaintances, or through others wearing their garments especially for special occasions 
such as their weddings. Desi was delighted when a customer expressed her dress ‘would 
be the most magic dress they have ever owned’. 
Lucy’s designing - connects to slow fashion’s approach of harnessing consumer pressure 
to redirect fashion consumption through the idea of ‘personal ownership of fashion’. Lucy 
recognised that she could sew, alter, and create her own garments and style and 
commented that, ‘it is a way of life now’, extrapolating on the many adaptations to 
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personal shopping habits and clothing attitudes through which she has moved. This has 
required creativity, thought, time and skill. This sustainable shift extends to her family 
producing their own food, and was a shared participant response about wanting to lead 
more ecologically connected lives and personally creating the change you want to see. 
Fiona Clements enjoys designing with off-cuts, but has predominantly moved onto zero-
waste design. This is due to its greater economic viability as a process and to preserve the 
integrity of the larger remnants of fabric she was given with which to work. Some of her 
upcycled pieces fall outside these categories such as the piece below where Fiona has 
upcycled from a dress she made from cotton drill for her first exhibition at Gloria in 2006 
into this safety vest for the Te Warewhare Whakapau collection that was shown at the iD 
Dunedin Fashion Show in 2014. She has also reclaimed this piece of socially stereotyped 
‘masculine’ work wear as fashion fit for all.  
  
Figure 57: front of Fiona Clements’ safety vest. Figure 58: back of Fiona Clements’ safety vest. 
 
Participants generally designed for women, who were the predominant clothing 
purchasers. They were designing for what they though the group needed, men’s wear with 
more colour and edge, children’s wear with woollen toys attached for comfort, and 
children’s smocked tunics and dresses so they looked dressed up. Simone speaks about 
custom designing woollen coats for larger women: 
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I will re-embellish these jackets and make them for a bigger woman… I sell 
those, but I haven’t had time to, they are really time-consuming… I have to get 
like two hundred dollars for them because of the time that I have actually, put 
into redesigning them. I completely recut them down… and make them, 
embellish them… so they are warm… they are really, really gorgeous…. and I 
use lace and doilies… and tapestries and all sorts of things. 
Simone also designs clothing for social groups of which she is a part such as her costume 
work for Race Day fashion and her Steam Punk creations pictured below. 
 
Figure 59: Simone’s steam punk upcycled attire. 
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Hilary designs for larger women as shown below by her wool and angora poncho.  
 
Figure 60: side view of Hilary’s poncho. 
 
Figure 61: front view of Hilary’s poncho. 
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Elena and I also discussed the virtues of scarves and shawls as a means to add different 
looks to one’s existing wardrobe without the expense of an entirely new outfit; a method 
she employed to dress smart living as a poor student. It was also a way people of all sizes 
and shapes could experiment with different clothing arrangements. 
 
Second-Hand Shopping and Upcycling  
Op-shops were the biggest collection point for materials and where much of participants’ 
own clothing was acquired. Participants felt the price of second-hand textiles and 
clothing, much like ready-made new clothing, was based on how much people would pay 
rather its use-value, especially considering the constant stream of clothing, textiles and 
other consumer products being discarded.  
Participants still preferred the selection and quality of second-hand garments over new, 
with many choosing to buy second-hand to slow the rate of fashion production. 
Participants observed that for many consumers second-hand clothing prices had increased 
out of reach. The discretionary income of many Dunedin people was low, and an 
uncertain job market meant that local demand for second-hand items had increased.  
Many participants were gifted materials from those who supported their efforts and 
creative talents. Participants received textile gifts from family, friends and the public as 
well as using up what they had previously accumulated in their wardrobes and materials 
stashes. Additionally, they found resources in ‘free shops’, wheelie-bins, tip shops, 
auctions, fairs, garage sales, new fabric shop sales, remnant bins, over-hanging gardens 
and garden waste, from other designers and textile artists, factory sales and 
manufacturers’ off-cuts.  
Participants blended old and new materials and melded their materials with ideas, 
imagery, aesthetic elements and textile processes. The creation of new and original form 
is a common pursuit of artists, here in ways which are given fullness within textile 
upcycling methods such as Kerry’s example illustrates:  
I’ll use, like that Poppy motif I keep reusing with the red poppy from the lei. 
They are not really poppies, they’re those lei flowers but I kind of customise 
them into poppies and I use velvet, and I actually use velvet from um, my sister 
Jeanie’s ah ball dress from when she was about 16.  
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Figure 62: back of Kerry’s linen-silk blend retro dust-coat embellished with lei flowers. 
 
Participants also mentioned the difficulties of acquiring vintage clothing and fabric at 
second-hand shops as was possible ten years ago. Fiona Clements suggested that: 
 [t]oday’s ‘second-hand fabrics are really shit because it is fast fashion that is 
trying to be reused and it is not actually quality’. 
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Simone discussed her early buying and repurposing in Central Otago and Nelson 
reinforcing Fiona’s comments: 
I had my sewing machine and I was actually purchasing, because you could 
then, the most fabulous stuff was still in op-shops… So, I was purchasing 
fabulous, fabulous material… And [was] wearing fabulous garments. 
 
 
Figure 63: Hilary’s red and checker wool panelled coat. 
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Hilary expressed access to affordable quality materials as a restricting factor: 
Earlier it was really easy to find good woollen garments in op shops, especially 
fill-a-bag sales. Brilliant. There were very few people buying for recycling, so 
we had pretty much free reign…But those days have gone. It is hard to find any 
decent wool jerseys. 
Simone reinforced Hilary’s sentiment about the degrading quality of second-hand clothes 
in today’s local op-shops: 
And, um, but it is getting less and less and less and less, and it is so much 
harder, like we are literally drowning in polyester. 
Most participants directly expressed wanting to upcycle ‘to do something about’ the vast 
quantity of second-hand clothing and materials currently being disposed of. Lucy stated: 
‘We have a… [m]oral responsibility to reduce our waste and consumption’. Lucy’s view 
was supported by Fiona Clements who indicated upcycling ‘work’ went much further 
than upcycled pieces ‘It is…[n]ot just what you make but the activism, teaching others, 
working with others’. Fiona Clements discusses Stitch Kitchen’s 4KT Elephants 
community environmental project below: 
We just got some new funding to do something around those numbers and to 
create a community project where people can actually get involved in it and 
make their own out of old textiles hopefully that has come out of their own 
wardrobe or their children so they can either make a keepsake that they keep, 
or they can gift it on to someone, another child who might be in need of a little 
cuddle.  
Stitch Kitchen’s latest community project, 4KT Elephants. This project speaks to the four 
tonnes of textile waste disposed of at the Green Island Landfill per annum contributing to 
8% of the landfill’s carbon emissions and contributing to 8% of the landfill’s greenhouse 
gasses (DCC Waste Report 2018). In this project, members of the public come to one-off 
or weekly workshops to make an elephant from recycled fabric to give away or to keep. 
The project is designed to highlight this waste; to think about the elephant in the room for 
fashion and the local response to textile waste. It also highlights the fun, positive ways 
the ‘waste’ can be repurposed and add value to the community. This project received a 




Figure 64: Fiona Jenkin’s 4KT elephants in a row. 
 
Upcycling and Play 
Upcycling can offer opportunities for problem-solving, creative solutions and new 
aesthetic possibilities. Having a creative mind, seeing how something can be altered, re-
purposed or fixed is part of play.  
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Seeing what might work and not having a fixed outcome are qualities participant Elena 
sees as integral to her process: 
I was making very playful things and also um, there is the whole idea of play 
as, as a creative and constructive thing to do. They are all bound up in that. 
Participants relayed that upcycled base materials decreased financial outlay, taking away 
pressure on the final outcome and altering expectations on what a piece of clothing should 
look like. The amount of time and creative investment in upcycling meant that there was 
a personal expectation of certain outcomes, but the general consensus was it was a much 
more adaptable process than buying a bolt of standardised fabric and following a specific 
pattern. Using salvaged materials, lead to a more process-driven approach which often 
altered one’s ideas about aesthetics and personal dress. Some participants were drawn to 
upcycling feeling they did not have all the necessary skills, confidence, or time to design 
a garment from scratch, but did see how they could mend, alter, or embellish a garment. 
Others felt a degree of confidence, or were developing this with the sewing machine and 
drafting, with some respondents also re-designing from vintage patterns or designing their 
own block patterns.  
 
Designing to Augment or Designing Against the Fashion System 
Fashion enterprise is not generally given grants as fashion is viewed as a marketable 
commodity. Fashion is the industry that creates consumer items, not ‘fine art’ forms or a 
cultural space for creative critique in need of social protection or support. Some 
participants specified they were designing against what they do not like in the fashion 
system and other participants named their approach as augmentation. There was a 
tendency for those who viewed their work as ‘against the fashion system’ to want more 
radical change. Those who expressed they were designing ‘to augment fashion’ were less 
overtly political in character and framed their upcycling message around developing skills 
and the enjoyment of creativity. While all participants were responding to some degree 
to the fast fashion industry, the content, and the layered language their work conveyed 
meant that a response to fast fashion was not a direct link but could be viewed through 
showing how it aligned to various slow fashion ideas.  
 
152 
Participants’ Responses to the Fashion Industry 
Fiona Clements outlined issues of fashion elitism other participants also voiced as 
inherent within the fashion industry, influencing fashion terms such as the distinction 
between clothing and fashion which relate to my usage of the terms as outlined in the 
Introduction. Fiona states: 
The industry don’t like the term clothes, it is too open, [they] don’t want to 
think of fashion like that, [as] adornment to cover the body, [it is] not that 
practical. It is who you are and what you are wearing. What labels, ‘who’ you 
are wearing. [It is] about putting on the voice. 
These distinctions on what designates ‘fashion’ can either include or exclude people from 
being part of the conversation, or being seen as fashionable which can consolidate or shift 
social and economic inequalities. This can lessen or enhance the emancipatory potential 
of fashion as a visual and embodied language. The way experts and industry police the 
fashion terrain in the local, national, and international arena has the power to either 
acknowledge and support or block and dismiss participants’ practices and work. 
‘Putting on the voice’ refers to the pretentious attitude and airs of many fashion industry 
voices who utilise ideas of social privilege and intellectual and aesthetic elitism to sell 
product and raise their own profile. This industry message affects designer-practitioners’ 
and the public’s views of themselves and of others. These features are inherent within 
many global industries’ media campaigns, but are also features intrinsic to the fashion 
and beauty industry which mask the uglier operations and the human psychology and 
social differentiation involved in marketing fashion. Participants also want to righteously 
differentiate themselves through fashion; a fashion that does not support ‘putting on the 
voice’. 
Fiona Clements and I discuss the way in which commercial design seems to copy the 
features or aesthetic of upcycling, but do not actually want to use second-hand fabric or 
clothing. “Fashion people don’t want to wear second-hand” says Fiona Clements. The 
general public may buy ‘vintage’ from boutiques or ‘designer’ items second-hand, but 
according to global trends, they often buy online which could be due to convenience, but 
as the research suggests, may be partially to avoid the stigma of being associated with 
buying and wearing second-hand clothing. 
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There are some styles that clearly take on the upcycling aesthetic and then the reverse 
where a garment is made out of upcycled materials but designed ‘not to look upcycled’. 
Fiona Clements mentions her pieces don’t even look upcycled as she designs them to 
‘look tidy’ to appeal to the relatively conservative Dunedin market. Participants express 
there are not enough Dunedin people who will buy upcycled design and although there 
was an interest in this form of design, it was difficult to locate the right market. In her 
experience Fiona Clements has found: 
[The] Dunedin market too small, Auckland people wouldn’t shrug at paying 
that for clothes, but they have the money, for people down here it is really 
hard.  
Many who have discretionary income and adopt the slow fashion mantra of buying 
quality, generally have fewer items which they keep longer meaning if upcycling 
designers sell their work at an adequate hourly rate, their small customer base also make 
less purchases. Many people who do like the ethics and the aesthetics of upcycled and 
slow fashion design do not have the money to buy it.  
While many participants were content to make or comment through their craft, other 
participants thought there was not enough radical action on global fast fashion. There was 
disillusionment on the level of innovation, particularly sustainable innovation, within 
current New Zealand fashion as it was viewed as being guided by global manufacturing, 
commercial productivity and conservative or trend-driven fashion parameters.  
From a feminist stand-point perspective, garment worker’s labour conditions and 
supporting their voice was important to many participants, and recognising the 
similarities and linkages in global garment workers’ labour conditions to their own. The 
fact that the majority of clothing is consumed by Western women and textile waste 
generated by them was a core message participants related to the public in their advocacy 
work (Hekman, 1997).  
Ideas such as upcycling are movements presenting new ways of supporting sustainable 
change. They are global movements with local flavour which advocate change starting 
from the self. The impetus has global reach and is contextualised by the local in ground-
up, community-led action. Many of the upcycling group wanted to see broader systems 
change by means of increased government support for the arts and for artists both locally 
and nationally.  
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Responses to Textile and Fashion Education 
As participants were strongly influenced by their mothers’ sewing and their home 
economics training, this suggests that introduction to sewing as a child is formative in 
future skills development. The mixed results from participants’ home economics 
experiences indicate today’s training should aim to cut against gender stereotyping, 
introduce knowledge about the fashion system and focus their attention on teaching 
students slow fashion, clothing upcycling and textile waste minimisation. Another point 
raised was the lack of creative expression and flexibility in technical approaches available 
in classes and with teachers. The final point was the fees barrier to participation and 
acquiring materials. Finances are an issue for many young adults and can limit their social 
participation and skills development in intermediate and secondary school. 
Some participants voiced that they found much international and New Zealand ‘designer’ 
clothing unappealing and felt that fashion trends do not necessarily suit people’s body 
types. They felt a dilemma between people having freedom of choice ‘to dress 
themselves’ or to try and teach them how to dress well. Simone says: 
 [A] woman always looks better in a tailored garment. I actually think that half 
of the problem is, what is manufactured for women is fricken awful. 
Simone’s consumer advice to counteract this market in horrible clothing was: 
[P]eople have to learn to be more discerning…and, um, learn not to be sucked 
in by the media hype…and to actually be anti-media. 
While it is easy to understand why designers might over-sell their green credentials in 
order to market their work, it was important to many participants that designers specified 
their techniques and sourcing and production procedures so customers could make 
informed purchases. Some participants held that the public needed to become more aware 
of how clothing was being produced and disposed of in the first place before they could 
understand the intricacies of textile techniques and terms and why they were significant.  
 
Responses to the Public 
Fiona Clements states that in order to affect fast fashion the public had to recognise the 
problem, identify personally with it, and put continued effort into changing their clothing 
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consumption patterns. While she and Stitch Kitchen have been educating around this for 
many years, Fiona felt relieved that the wider community was finally starting to have the 
conversation. Fiona stresses the importance of this development with the words: ‘because 
the community actually have to be involved in this’. 
Whether mending used clothes from one’s own wardrobe or buying second-hand with 
‘upcycling’ in mind, participants are still attracted to ‘what they love’ and what they 
perceive is missing or desired in their or others’ wardrobes. This sense of  clothing making 
us feel good about ourselves is interconnected with our personal aesthetics and is a feature 
being simultaneously reconsidered as society shifts towards less consumerist ideals. 
Clothing upcycling is innately connected to current societal shifts towards more 
sustainability and Fiona Clements is hopeful that when this movement builds a little more 
traction there will be a big shift in consumer behaviour.  
Participants mentioned that people not knowing how to launder, or hand-wash upcycled 
items put many potential customers off purchasing. People have busy lives and are unsure 
about fabrics so would not take the risk to handwash. Many are too busy to invest the 
time in the laundering and care of their clothing. While washing machines have improved 
they are not good for certain fabrics and garments and are also not an efficient use of 
energy for small loads. Participants understood that many people were time-poor, 
financially-poor, ideologically aligned to prevailing cultural imperatives, trying to 
balance competing imperatives, or were potentially not aware of the way the fashion 
system operated. Because they loved what they did, were passionate about the cause, and 
there was hope to change public perception, they persisted. 
Sewing skills were mooted as difficult skills but essential life skills than can be learnt. 
Many participants learnt through observation, trial, and practice. Fiona Jenkin’s motto is 
‘start where you are’, reminding people that we are all on a different journey in life and 
the way to be positive about learning is through accepting where you are, dismissing the 
limiting and false belief in perfection and understand that having practical constructive 
skills can shift one’s material reality. Fiona believes Stitch Kitchen provides students 
satisfaction beyond the purchasing of an outfit. Students learn how to develop an idea 
from the conceptual to the three-dimensional, work towards finished items, understand 
process, develop skills and tactile learning, learn through mistakes, and experience the 
gratification of crafting something themselves.  
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It can be liberating to have a hand in the way our clothing is fashioned. Clothing can be 
altered to provide customisation for utilitarian and aesthetic considerations to provide a 
canvas on which participants’ can further express the authenticity of their character and 
the various aspects of personality and society they identify with. This is wearing the art. 
Having the opportunity to play and experiment with creative identity helps us live more 
creative and fulfilled lives. You do not need to be a flamboyant dresser to be more 
involved with your wardrobe and attire and you do not even have to make clothing either, 
you can upcycle clothing and textiles in numerous ways.  
Some participants have specialist skills in helping people complete set projects and some 
participants have skills of offering inspiration and advice on how to experiment and 
realise one’s own ideas. Clothing upcycling has the space for multiple approaches and 
personalities so is a very versatile position to make from. It is for this reason I think it 
will become a very useful concept to the wider public in redirecting their creative 
impulses, getting involved in something fun and interactive and being part of a broader 




Figure 65: Stitch Kitchen volunteer working on an elephant ear. 
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The voice in someone’s ear 
Fashion Revolution’s campaign quote ‘who made my clothes?’ encourages the fashion 
consumer to connect with the makers of their wardrobe. These conversations entail the 
ethics of fast fashion for all workers, supporting local slow fashion, craft and designers 
who upcycle, having transparent supply chains in clothing manufacturing and disposal, 
analysing what fashion workers lives are like, and promoting an industry where all 
members are happy, involved in something they find meaningful, are fairly remunerated 
and have a degree of autonomy and control in what they produce and the method in which 
it is disseminated.  
Fiona Jenkin describes Stitch Kitchen’s position to the fashion industry as one presenting 
an alternative. They are by-passing current fashion but also complimenting it offering 
people the opportunity to approach fashion differently, in a more personally conscious 
and community-minded manner. Fiona and I suggested that they were the ‘voice in 
someone’s ear’ when they are thinking about clothes, in the department store looking at 
a rack of identical pants that everyone around town was already wearing. Or when a 
person is being hypnotised by the flashing pop-ups on their computer alerting them to 
50% off an already 90% reduced clothing item. There were many ways to be more 
actively involved in one’s wardrobe. 
Stitch Kitchen are attracting students on work experience from high schools and the 
Fashion School. Their membership caters to all ages, but they are experiencing a growth 
in youth involvement. They are teaching sewing and sustainability skills, and motivating 
people to be creative and self-sufficient. They are applying a hands-on solution to the 
problem of clothing disposal, community-building and activating public discussion. 
 
Conclusion 
The majority of participants clearly identified disliking the social and environmental 
ethics of the current global fashion system. They saw the global fashion model as leading 
to the closure of the New Zealand textile manufacturing industry, and to the majority of 
New Zealand designers being pushed into adopting this unethical global model. They saw 
this global structure as significantly contributing to their difficulties pursuing their textile 
practice, and to the public not recognising the true value of textiles and textile and 
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clothing production. The influence of Dunedin fashion has undoubtedly opened the door 
for these practitioners to push the parameters of what fashion is, and has meant that in 
Dunedin it is possible to further develop a robust critique of the fashion industry.  
Some participants have followed alternative training methods, and many had found 
aspects of formalised fashion and arts education to be prohibitive and restrictive to their 
personal circumstances or approach. Many participants have had formal arts training 
within fashion, textile science, fine arts and textiles showing how the education system 
in Dunedin has created programmes to retrain people for the new creative industry. These 
programmes do consider sustainable futures and install their students with the idealism 
of what they could possibly do with their speciality, but some participants thought it 
should be taught as a bigger component of institutional programmes.  
The sustainable and alternative practice ideas many participants had acquired through 
tertiary training did encourage them to push the design envelope by engaging in unique 
entrepreneurial opportunities. These practices were marginal resulted in participants 
facing difficulties getting their creative ideas and ideology to match the prevailing 
creative industry and to secure employment or public merit. Participants who were not 
formally trained in textiles and fashion were also approaching design in novel and 
sustainable ways but were more inclined to judge their work as not relating to fashion 
although they were using many of the same slow fashion techniques and tenants. This 
showed that they could do with more connection to the textile and fashion community to 
gain appreciation of the way textile practitioners influence the fashion conversation. 
All participants were trying to off-set or limit their participation in the production of new 
clothing through their own purchases, dress, and habits of wear. They were also creating 
pieces for others that followed these same principles. They recognised their role as one 
of designer, maker, advocate, and educator in both formal and informal settings. They 
were passionate about the upcycling cause, encouraging local resilience, and about 
promoting a society with more creative self-expression, less social hardship and isolation, 
and a society and planet with a more sustainable future. In other words, there is a politics 
of opposition to fast fashion (and wider problems of economy, society, and environment) 
at work in upcycling, but it is an unusual politics and takes vary specific and creative 
forms. How this politics works, and how my participants and their practices reflect a 
particular politics and how that can be understood in terms of wider critical scholarship 
on fashion will be the subject of my final chapter. In other words, there is a politics of 
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opposition to fast fashion (and wider problems of economy, society, and environment) at 
work in upcycling, but it is an unusual politics with an identifiable range of material 
forms. How this politics works, and how my participants and their practices reflect a 
particular politics and how that can be understood in terms of wider critical scholarship 
on fashion will be the subject of my final chapter. 
While there is a range of understandings participants have on ‘the problem of fast fashion', 
slow fashion, and consequently clothing upcycling, is itself a post-human approach whose 
time has come. Slow fashion scholars and the participants perceive part of their role as an 
activist role within the textile and fashion communities and the general public in 
promoting and giving voice to a growing social movement, to help it grow.  
Slow fashion attitudes present methods such as ‘clothing upcycling’, and a framework 
that can be taken on by everybody in their own dress, are preferable practices to support 
over fast fashion design, and are approaches which should be integrated further by 
industry and fashion and textile education providers. There is also a need for increased 
government support to protect local textile and fashion practitioners and industry, and to 
address the equality and environmental sustainability of textile and clothing 
manufacturing, distribution, and disposal at the regional, national, and international level. 
Participants and theorists alike encourage everyone to be conscious clothing consumers 
and disposers and to give upcycling and repairing techniques a try themselves. Creativity 
gets messy, but it can really elucidate and help fix the societal disorder our economic 
system and ideology has manufactured and stacked up. It can also act as a remedy through 
an alternative practice and a performative act of difference. This provides a space for 
personal and social enrichment - working toward community-minded goals within 
neoliberal mechanisms while shifting the mechanisms in the process. 
The politic of their work is situated, it is expressed performatively through their dress, 
processes, and the ideas they engage in and communicate with the public. It is not 
necessarily always an intentional politics, but the politics arise in combination with the 
processes they engage in and the way they structure and engage these methodological 
approaches within their broader textiles and arts practices. 
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This dissertation research explored the textile upcycling practices of local Otago (Ōtākou) 
textile practitioners. It has also traversed how an analysis of local clothing upcycling 
practice observed through a slow fashion framework can articulate the problems of the 
current global fashion system. Slow fashion theory highlights a need to analyse the 
systems and players involved in the global fashion system, to identify one’s part and to 
work together to create a more environmentally friendly, humane, and creative fashion 
future.  
The research was designed as a critique on the dynamics of the global fast fashion system, 
the international second-hand clothing trade, and the issues for environmental and socio-
economic sustainability these large trading systems bring. The aim was to visually and 
theoretically document local upcycling practitioners and integrate their practices and 
understandings in relation to the current global fast fashion industry and the growing slow 
fashion shift.  
The processes of clothing upcycling were presented as personal practitioner accounts 
which could reveal a range of perspectives from the position of local people 
performatively engaging in this practice. Their accounts relate their trials and tribulations 
experienced pursuing their upcycling and textile practice and their motivations for 
making with and promoting upcycling and slow fashion processes. This research was 
exploratory analysis, helping to build a picture of an unresearched local group and 
growing social phenomena.  
 
The Problem of the Global Fashion System 
The research identifies a gap in new fashion movements such as slow fashion and clothing 
upcycling in commenting on the direction of fashion sustainability and on the current 
conditions of creative employment in the slow fashion and textile upcycling field. The 
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problem of the current fashion industry can be summarised as one of an industry that is 
too big, too fast and does not make clothing to last. The level of consumption created by 
the fast fashion system is environmentally unsustainable and the employment 
opportunities and conditions of the fashion and textile industries in various localised 
geographies are finding their position as textile practitioner/designers is detrimentally 
effected by the globalised mechanisms of the fashion industry and the current conditions 
of global economic policy. The participants are identified as challenging this system of 
fast fashion through the way they are working, the works they are making, the ideas they 
are working though with these upcycling processes, and the way they are teaching and 
advocating with the public. 
 
Findings 
Theorising Slow Fashion 
Slow fashion utilises the tensions between slow and fast fashion. Slow fashion is also an 
approach that has been taken on in many technically applied industry-based solutions, 
such as within circular-systems approaches in small-scale local industries discussed by 
Clark (2008) and Fletcher (2019), yet it contains processes equally as relevant to the 
textile practitioner and the public, with authors placing a call on practitioners and industry 
to engage the local public on how to shop and do clothing differently (Clark, 2008; Clark 
and Rottman, 2017; Vanska, 2018). This movement tends to focus on processes, 
networks, and systems-based solutions to moving the industry through working alongside 
mainstream industry. It utilises human groups within its understanding of systems 
addressing the causal position of humans through appealing to humans environmental and 
humanist sensibilities.  
Anti-fashion is in two words ‘anti fashion’, as fashion in its current form does not live up 
to its promise of being an emancipatory cultural vehicle. Edelkoort (2015) believes the 
industry’s must accept its own part in the way globalisation has affected the industry 
letting corporate interest and accompanying limited concepts of aesthetics guide their 
practice. The ways Edelkoort believes the industry can increase their creative capacity is 
through working with sustainable and equitable solutions that increase entry to the most 
amount of people with the least production of new materials. The anti-fashion method of 
addressing the problem of fast fashion is more of a direct politic through changing public 
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perceptions and consumption patterns and importantly through the idea that public 
pressure effects economic and political policy.  
It is easy to see how both of these fashion movements have been pivotal in the design of 
many online textile crafting and fashion activism movements. Both movements call for 
theorists, institutions, designers, and textile practitioners to be activists to simultaneously 
move the fashion industry, challenge and address the economic policy and communicate 
the problem to the public. These fashion movements appear to understand the need for 
personal expression and societal connection through encouraging personal voices, 
valuing people’s contributions equally and distributing resources more fairly. The 
organisational guidelines of many fashion movements have similar guidelines and 
philosophies including strong principles on the political nature of people crafting and 
being more creative and hands-on with their dress. Their organisation is often global, with 
some sites asking members to share where they are geographically located and having 
localised branches to their networks. Fashion Revolution appears to be a site which is 
informed by both slow fashion’s systematic and localised actions with a centralised 
political ideology and content which encourages direct political action speaking to anti-
fashion tenants. 
While clothing upcycling fits into both of these main critical contemporary fashion 
movements, I view clothing upcycling as a return of a cycle of craftivism (Lange, 2019) 
such as that witnessed in the West in the 1880s and again in the 1960s and 1970s (Wilson, 
2010). The fact that participants upcycling can take the form of garment or homewares 
meant it had broad application across both fashion and textiles. The emphasis on the 
public to utilise slow fashion techniques such as upcycling showed it was not simply a 
re-orientation of consumption but a social movement that encourages conscious 
consumption of clothing emphasising a hands-on approach drawing on people’s own 
creative and aesthetic sensibilities. This movement has a growing social momentum 
including in New Zealand. 
In Chapter Four New Zealand’s fashion history was explored including pivotal period’s 
where New Zealand has framed art as innovative technology and had the right industry 
conditions in place to ensure a thriving industry such as in the early 2000s (Larner and 
Molloy, 2009; Weller, 2014). This history also showed a contemporary resurgence to 
New Zealand fashion industry concerns of the 1880s. Today’s fashion industry has a 
range of differing concerns such as those outlined in Chapter Two and apprehensions 
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which were discussed at the Dunedin Fashion Fluid Conference in March 2019 (Swale 
2019). Local designers’ practices, including designers who incorporated upcycling 
techniques, showed how designers were trying to maintain practices and businesses and 
position themselves in a limited market. These observations are taken further through the 
analysis of the research participants’ local textile upcycling practices recapitulated below. 
 
What is Clothing Upcycling? 
Arriving at a definition of upcycling in this research was difficult but not necessarily 
unexpected as it is a new movement which covers many techniques. The most important 
definition of ‘upcycling’ is the idea that it is more than recycling, it is a manual and design 
process applied to fabric or a textile object which improves its worth and value. This 
means ‘upcycling’ ideas and processes can help realign society’s ideas about fast fashion 
and second-hand clothing and clothing waste. Upcycling is not meant to be a process that 
is precise, it is intended as a conceptual space to approach clothing.  
Clothing upcycling takes considerably longer than other non-upcycling processes making 
practitioners more process-driven and process-aware. It involves the manual processes of 
sourcing, washing, preparing, sewing, and redesigning with second-hand and discarded 
textiles and clothing items. Much of participants’ upcycling is oriented to these processes, 
and in the communication of the ideas which these processes relate. This in no way 
devalues the aesthetic value and artistic merit of their finished material items. Upcycling 
processes also involved the marketing and showing of work, connecting with the slow 
fashion community, and engaging and involving the public as important factors of 
participants practices which should be included within a definition of upcycling, and in 
time-costings of upcycling work. 
Some of the participants’ practical making techniques fall outside a narrow definition of 
clothing upcycling fitting into other textile and fashion approaches such as slow fashion, 
anti-fashion, eco-fashion, hand-crafting and multi-media approaches to artmaking. Some 
techniques could be described using a number of different terms. For some participants 
the term upcycling is too old-fashioned, for others, too modern, and often participants just 
have other descriptions they prefer for a variety of reasons such as how they currently 
position their work to the public, and the art and fashion market. Participants have 
developed languages of their own to describe their processes which are idiosyncratic to 
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them as creative people and are too complex to translate easily in the scope of this 
dissertation.  
Some participants feel that upcycling and altering presents themselves and others with an 
entry into the design process that is less daunting than designing from scratch. Many 
participants however also fully disassemble garments, and construct garments using 
patterns. Despite not classifying their techniques as ‘new’ techniques, how participants 
apply these techniques and what they create with them is fascinating and original 
demonstrating to the public that they too can create great clothing and a great look by 
starting with the skills they have, using simple techniques, and through building onto 
features already held in a second-hand piece of fabric or item of clothing.  
All upcycling processes are labour-intensive. The time a spent on a piece depends on who 
it is made for, the passion behind the ideas/cause, the maker’s relationship to the 
materials, the venue and social space the work is intended to occupy, and the function it 
is fulfilling. Time taken on upcycled items also depends if a piece is a prototype for a 
series, a community project, a small personal alteration, if it is haute couture, one-off ‘art-
wear’ or if it sits somewhere between these distinctions.  
There was no one specific upcycler type identified and there were a range of approaches 
possible within clothing upcycling. Each participant approached their textile practice and 
upcycling from various social backgrounds and arts training. Participants had different 
imperatives for practicing, and different forms of structure to their practice. Participants 
were learning skills as they required them following what they enjoyed and found easiest 
to learn. All participants were finding it necessary to learn and spend an increasing 
amount of time developing on-line marketing skills which some had low confidence in 
but also perceived, as necessary. 
Upcycling as a body of practice has a range of common features, yet shows diversity, 
creativity and a range of positioning and strategy. What emerges in upcycling practice is 
a creative co-production of both human agency, and the power of particular materials, 
opportunities and engagements. Therefore Vanska’s (2018) writing is a useful approach 
to understanding how a changing sustainable philosophy is potentially driving a changing 
approach to clothing and fashion which textile practitioner/designers are applying through 
upcycling processes. Using these processes, wearing these garments, and advocating for 
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these approaches in turn contributes to sustainable changes in existing industry and 
economic relations. 
 
Clothing Upcycling as a Philosophy and Approach 
Clothing upcycling is considered to be an approach guided by the values or philosophy 
in which participants are choosing to work with second-hand and discarded materials. It 
is a term that holds current public resonance and although, interesting, it is not a deeply 
revered term for my participants - it is a term that they recognised as useful in educating 
the public to how they were designing and why they were making in this manner. The 
term upcycling has a wider public resonance than just the fashion and textile industries 
and in this respect could connect with public who did not see themselves as part of the 
fashion conversation but could recognise that the way they consumed, wore and disposed 
of their clothing, are ideas they are being asked to consider. This thinking, is assumed, 
will then translate to the public becoming more aware of how materials and garments  are 
constructed and manufactured increasing public appreciation of the time, labour, thought 
and resources that go into production, and the how these same resources are invested 
differently into the participants work. A piece made following upcycling methods which 
aimed to ‘up’ the value of scrap materials and save textile materials from being quickly 
disposed of is attempting to work against the production of new textile and clothing 
production and the unconscious consumption, wearing, and disposal of clothing and 
attire. 
 
Upcycling as Activism 
To identify my participants as a community of practitioners I adopted McQuilten’s (2017) 
ideas on how textile practitioners organise themselves, what they make, and how they 
engage with the public  Participants have a mixture of reasons for upcycling, their 
philosophies are closely aligned and yet participants have different angles they take to the 
market and communicating their work and the upcycling and crafting cause with the 
public. This demonstrates that not only is upcycling a range of techniques and a 
philosophy, it is also an active politic where different voices and approaches are supported 
and encouraged by the larger upcycling community.  
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All participants think it is essential to share their skills and ideas with others despite the 
lack of financial reward that is currently available for doing so. They all recognise the 
low status of textiles, of global garment workers and textile recyclers, but they also all 
believe in the fun and insight applying creative and creative thought to textile making and 
playing with one’s wardrobe provided to themselves and could provide to others. In this 
sense clothing upcycling techniques are more than what participants did with their manual 
techniques, it is also apparent in their design ideas, how they organised their practice and 
business to align with their philosophies, and what they were doing to engage with the 
public on these ideas. 
 
The Upcycling Community – Local, Regional, and International Dimensions 
The Dunedin upcycling scene is an entity of sorts in that it exists and has a number of 
people involved including the public. Many members work individually but also 
coordinate to some extent - specially to support certain events and activities. This 
dissertation and its research process show that this is more than just a collection of 
eccentric individuals. There is something happening. So, what is it? And how do we 
explain its character and its effects? 
Participants working individually, in formal and informal groups, and as a broader 
localised collective. This indicates that there is a Dunedin upcycling community and this 
community also is connected to national and international upcycling actions. This group 
is also connected to a local slow fashion community which involves local fashion 
designers, the textile community, textile artists and the broader Dunedin arts community. 
Some participants are responding to both do-it-yourself movements and environmental 
movements in the greater Dunedin area and through on-line communities. Many 
participants - and other potential participants I studied and communicated with – lived or 
worked on the outskirts of Dunedin or outside of the Dunedin area connected to people 
moving location for work and family commitments, the financially necessity of finding 
affordable accommodation and studio space, new marketing possibilities available 
working on-line, and also to personal life-style choices to live more wholistic creative 
lives. 
All participants cared about quality of materials and workmanship in their design 
although participants had different tastes and aesthetics in fashion. All participants chose 
167 
to subvert the fashion system in various ways in their own lives including wearing pieces 
they and associates have made and upcycled. All participants enjoyed working with 
textiles and had developed considerable skills. Their clothing upcycling had developed 
due to their awareness of the growing slow fashion movement or through their own 
awareness of these same issues from working with textiles themselves.  
The majority of participants retained their practice due to a love of textiles, their 
background or family links to textiles and seeing a need to retain past and present skills 
to teach others sewing skills, upcycling, and zero-waste design processes. They also 
wanted to build a local textile/slow fashion community and strengthen public awareness 
about the fashion industry, local alternatives, the need to change individual clothing 
consumption habits and to build people’s confidence in their own unique character and 
creative potential. 
 
Why Clothing Upcycling is not an Easy Fashion Fix 
McQuilten and White’s (2016) analysis of contemporary art’s engagement with capital 
and the need to reconceptualise art as a form of creative micro-practice was a pivotal 
theory in this research. It offered ways to analysis how participants’ position their work 
to their ideals, and within the social and economic networks offered. This text worked as 
an extension of McRobbie’s (1998, 2016) analysis of fashion practitioner’s following 
their passion - ‘passion work’, setting up their own entrepreneurial opportunities, and the 
precarious nature of this industry predominately occupied by women. Because textile and 
clothing upcycling is physically and conceptually difficult and time-consuming work, - 
participants cannot make an adequate income from the practice and often account for their 
lack of financial success on their own lack of effort or misplaced efforts. Many 
participants expressing that they found it hard to finding paid work upcycling, particularly 
full-time paid work, and that this was the case in arts and textiles generally, especially 
finding work that was ethically aligned.  
While a couple of participants mentioned that they did not consider the amount of hours 
a piece took in monetary terms, most participants cited issues of not having enough time 
to develop their practice and needing to attain money through other employment, 
problems making the rent, the difficulties of selling slow fashion and upcycled pieces at 
true cost, not having venues to promote and market their work, and not being able to 
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adequately build and market their practice due to limited capital investment and not 
having sufficient industry and governmental supports.  
All participants are restrained in their practice by physical and mental energy levels, 
economic factors, study, and personal family commitments, limited physical space to lay 
things out and work, and the difficulties trying to make this form of work financially 
viable or even financially possible. All participants are driven to attain the energy 
necessary and though they have some personal networks of support they needed more 
institutional and community support. The participants were however, encouraged by the 
work of other participants and by the group energy building in the local textile upcycling 
community. 
Some saw upcycling politics being enacted in voicing the slow fashion message to the 
fashion industry, some through teaching others to make art, through sewing and altering 
for themselves, with most participants applying a range of these methods. Participants 
really value their time to design and make so while community advocacy and teaching 
were important roles, many wanted quality uninterrupted time to upcycle and develop 
their ideas. It is also recognised that textile work can often be lonely, so it is nice to share 
this passion with like-minded others.  
The participants’ practices are highly precariously positioned relative to the formal 
economy and global markets, both because this is a neoliberalised world where value is 
created mainly by marketisation, and it is precarious because creative arts and textiles in 
particular, are highly gendered industries and very difficult industries to make money in 
especially following methods which sit outside industry standards and are time-
consuming and thoughtful processes. Finally, it is precarious because the physical actions 
of their processes are hard on their bodies. The participants are not victims; however, they 
show agency, they enjoy and create despite these constraints. 
 
Finding New Opportunity 
Judith Butler’s performative politics are mentioned in the texts of Clark & Rottman 
(2017) and Vanska (2017) as posthuman approaches. We are at a point in a neoliberalised 
world where governments and international agreements have almost no hold over fast 
fashion or desire to act to curb it, meaning it is left to practitioners to do things differently, 
in their own particular way. Disrupting not so much through protest, as by expressions of 
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‘difference’. So, they are creative, and brave to continually swim against the tide, and it 
comes at a financial and physical cost, but they nevertheless performatively make visible 
a politics of doing things differently. 
Maybe the society we live in is so far along this developmental route it becomes difficult 
to see if mainstream society will shift. This means the weight of change is placed on a 
small group. This societal apathy and unmatched ideals breeds frustration for some 
participants who understand that we need to work together as a society to bring about 
sustainable change but also feel despondent and confused at times; split on how gentle or 
fierce they should be in order to instigate the fashion change required. There was also 
discussion on the various woes of contemporary life and that many aspects of neoliberal 
arrangement were accompanied by socio/economic hardships and inequalities across all 
aspects of peoples’ lives. This meant that the public had to prioritise meaning it was 
difficult for both the group and the public to visualise easy solutions to the ‘problem of 
fast fashion’.  
 
Limitations in the Research 
Novelty of topic – Clothing upcycling is a new movement, so it has not been theorised 
heavily. There was a lot of information available and many initiatives happening, but it 
exists in online snippets and in newspaper articles making it difficult to solicit more 
academic details for. There are, however, a good many reports and dissertations 
investigating the Pacific region’s second-hand clothing and textile recycling and also 
burgeoning international research on ‘the problem of fast fashion’, slow and sustainable 
fashion reports, and localised accounts of current slow fashion initiatives. There were 
many other related fashion movements and processes I could have mentioned but as I did 
not have the space to critique how participants had applied strategies from these, I decided 
to simply include the most relevant movements. 
The need for boundaries on the scope of the project – Participants were also upcycling, 
mending and making do in other arenas outside of clothing and textiles. Many were 
creatively porous so while I focussed mainly on upcycling to create clothing, this meant 
that a lot of participants’ upcycling work fell outside of the gamut of exploration as it was 
textiles and clothing upcycled into homewares or non-wearable art pieces. This 
delineation also limited many other ‘upcycling’ creatives who did inquire about the 
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research. This limited the analysis of local upcycling but meant that the research was more 
centred on the fast fashion problem. Recognising that some participants did not resonate 
directly to the question of how their work commented on fast fashion I also shifted the 
attention slightly to ask some how they were responding to textile waste. 
Problems of scale – My project was too big to easily achieve within a Masters format. 
When I wrote my proposal, I was applying for Doctoral programmes and the design was 
too ambitious. This left me with an extensive data collection and not a large enough word 
count to articulate it. I experienced time, money and energy shortages meaning there are 
concepts and ideas I would have liked to develop and integrate better. My multi-
disciplinary approach meant the project was even more complex to execute and to fit into 
a social sciences format.  
Participants were involved in multiple projects, making works, and coordinating slow 
fashion events throughout this process that I could not document. This made me feel like 
I only produced an introduction to their practice and did not have the time or space in the 
project to incorporate a more thorough reading. I recognise that I have many options 
leading on from the Masters and I have assured participants that I can try to edit and print 
the documented material in another extended form. 
Being even-handed – I aimed to give all participants an equal space in the research and to 
view their insights and points of view as equally valuable and enlightening to the topic. 
The organisation of Stitch Kitchen did complicate giving individuals equal space, yet 
because a number of the participants upcycling projects happened under the Stitch 
Kitchen umbrella, it deserved a certain level of attention. Although Stitch Kitchen needed 
to be recognised for its work in building this movement in Dunedin in this by no way 
indicated a lack of respect or appreciation for participants individual and group works 
taking place outside this organisation, so I hope I have got the balance right between 
parties in the research and documentation. 
Limitations of geography – I do not have transport so travelling outside of Dunedin was 
difficult to achieve. Some Otago designers and practitioners communicated with me via 
email so if I had extended the research design to include email and zoom interviews this 
would have helped recruitment due to participant (and researcher) time and energy 
restraints. In retrospect I would have allowed for different formats of viewer response so 
I could really explore the Otago region but for a would-be first researcher I felt I had 
171 
made the research design complicated enough. It was difficult to close this topic up as 
there is so much emerging information appearing even in the final days of editing that it 
was hard to stop researching and incorporating new data. 
 
Where to from here? 
I have learnt what kind of research is possible in the right conditions and through showing 
aptitude in these earlier research projects I may get the chance to try more multi-
disciplinary projects in the future. There is a potential to co-design or co-research in this 
field to create dynamic future research where skills and ideas could be shared. This could 
be with other academics and/or with community members.  
There were many more people who upcycled textiles within their arts practice who could 
have been part of the research but fell outside the research brief. There were individuals 
and small companies locally who worked with upcycled textiles (performers, second-
hand fashion consultants, retro clothing shops and free shops). Sometimes their practice 
involved on-selling second-hand clothing and at other times mending, altering and re-
design. This work was done by themselves or others employed to carry out their design 
ideas. There were other local people who self-style with second-hand clothing who often 
altering items as well. This group would be interesting to document in terms of connecting 
clothing upcycling processes to the slow fashion movement message encouraging and 
inspiring consumers to buy second-hand. These groups, like the upcycling participants, 
are all significant players in an evolving social trend.  
Another group I was expecting to hear more from were established designers but those I 
did come across only upcycled as a small component of their practice or had stopped 
upcycling due to the lack of economic viability. It would have been good to have these 
perspectives too. I think the idea of speaking to different groups, having different methods 
and levels of engagement, and providing more space for confidential responses from 
various sectors would solicit more complete responses and a more interactive project. In 
a larger project I would consider the possibility of having differing levels of participation. 
This would mean I could have short talks and engagement with many people and more 
concentrated involvement from others. I think this kind of project would work well with 
more of an arts/community focus and through the use of documentary, installation, video, 
photo stills, performance, voices, and participants own words. 
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I think I could have also approached the topic from more of a fashion context and a New 
Zealand design perspective. If I had taken this approach, I would have been able to take 
more of an aesthetic angle to the analysis. I would have needed to focus my research more 
on the history of New Zealand and global contemporary fashion. I would have also 
required supervision from a fashion theorist from outside of Dunedin to build up a robust 
critique on how Dunedin and New Zealand fashion and textiles is progressing.  
Other ideas I have are more fine arts and community-arts related with a much stronger 
emphasis placed on the visual and on manual making. One idea is an exploration through 
my own practice. The draft title, ‘working through my s**t’ takes a sensory-psychological 
approach to excessive personal consumption and the sickness of capitalism’. This title is 
intended to be relatable as in other projects I have used terms applied to downgraded un-
nameable objects as conceptual hooks such as in my earlier exhibition ‘Things and Stuff’. 
In this new project I would use my excessive hoard of second-hand textiles, jewellery, 
and clothing to create work that commented on the internalisation of the narcissistic 
capitalist mind-set and the artistic clawings to remove the growth.  
Another research idea is a community-based second-hand fashion project and show, 
potentially named ‘Smashin’ Fashion in South D’. In this project textile practitioners 
would work with an under-privileged community such as South Dunedin and its second-
hand shops to work with local community members around ideas of self-identity, cultural 
identity, and cultural expressions of dress. There would be workshops and a sharing of 
textiles skills and ideas and of cultural dress sensibilities to help consolidate various 
sectors of the South Dunedin community. This would need to be an idea that was popular 
with the community in order to work. It would also need much resourcing to organise the 
event let alone organising and holding shared workshops. It would involve more expertise 
that I have so I would need to have other paid helper/researchers on-board. I have made 
some enquiries about this idea. 
The research title for this current dissertation was initially ‘upcycling, self-styling and 
those who make their own clothes’. The idea was cut back to address upcycling. I have a 
literature review and research design draft for a research project on adornment, 
appearance, and self-image. I would like to develop these ideas and potentially 
incorporate them. There are many directions other researchers could implement and 
develop from the ideas and findings from this research to work towards a more creative, 
equitable and sustainable fashion future. 
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This research aims to increase academic understanding and explore the field of local clothing 
upcyclers. Participants will be interviewed about their practice, techniques and their motivation 
to upcycle. An Upcycling Seminar is planned for 24th April 2019 where participants can present 
and discuss their work to a public audience. The dissertation will map participants’ practices 
demonstrating how local makers are responding to global clothing upcycling and other slow 
fashion movements. Photographic images of each participant’s studio space, techniques, works 
in process and completed garments will visually compliment the ideas they discuss. 
 
12. Aim and description of project   
 
Upcycling clothing is a fashion practice and a term becoming increasingly widespread globally 
and within New Zealand. For this research upcycling clothing is defined as reutilizing second-
hand and/or unwanted textiles to create finished garments. Participants may approach upcycling 
from fashion, arts or textile backgrounds and may upcycle for a range of reasons which will be 
explored in the research. The aim of this research is to interview Ōtākou clothing upcyclers on 
topics such as their reasons for upcycling, upcycling methods materials used, material sourcing, 
how they situate their practice to contemporary fashion practice and theory, how they organise 
their practice and how they support their practice.  
The aim of this investigation is two-fold. Firstly, to understand the logistics of practitioners 
developing a local clothing upcycling practice. Secondly, to represent participants’ embedded 
knowledge of upcycling, contributing to a better understanding of upcycling. Participants’ 
visual language and imagery presents further methods for the public to engage with issues such 
as personal textile consumption, the techniques upcycling presents to refashion garments and 
the public’s personal capacity to creatively interact with their clothing. 
In a standard recycling process the value of the materials drop from the previous use value. In 
contrast upcycling adds value to the re-used source material. This reutilization of textile waste 
in upcycling is aligned with ideas about ethical and sustainable production, consumption, and 
disposal of textiles within the fashion complex, and to employment conditions within the 
fashion industry. Clothing upcycling practice is defined in this project as any practice involving 
practitioners creating upcycled clothes with the purpose to wear themselves, gift, exchange, sell, 
and to engage with others.  
 
13. Researcher/instructor experience and qualifications in this research area  
Katharine Legun’s experience supervising students engaging ethnographic research methods 
will be advantageous for navigating the research design and editing the writing. Dr Legun’s 
research history in environmental politics and sustainability, theories of social power and New 
Zealand branding will be helpful in linking the local clothing upcycling practice within its 
broader socio-political framework. 
Natalie Smith’s research history in fashion theory will be invaluable for this research where 
participants will predominately be approaching their practice from a fashion or textiles 
background. Dr Smith has experience in visual research methods and has considerable 
knowledge of New Zealand fashion which will ensure a firm grounding in localised fashion 
practice. 
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Kirsten Koch will utilize her academic and practical knowledge of textiles as a researcher and 
co-participant. As a clothing upcycler, Ms Koch has an insider knowledge of upcycling 
processes. Her previous research has utilized ethnographic and visual methods and addressed 
issues of personal identity, consumption, textile practitioners, and creating art from upcycled 
materials. 
 
14. Participants   
14(a) Population from which participants are drawn: 
General public; anyone who upcycles clothing 
14(b) Inclusion and exclusion criteria: 
• Participants must be at least 18 years of age 
• Have at least 6 months’ worth of upcycling experience in Otago 
• Practice within the Ōtākou/Otago region 
14(c) Estimated number of participants:  
20 (including researcher) 
14(d) Age range of participants: 
18 years of age and older 
14(e) Method of recruitment: 
The main method of recruitment will be snowball recruitment, beginning with a base of 
upcyclers the researcher is already familiar with. Kirsten’s experience as a local 
clothing upcycler living within a fairly small population means she is already 
acquainted with a number of clothing upcyclers. These acquaintances have expressed 
interest in the research idea and after ethics approval is granted they will help to 
circulate the research information to other textile contacts. Other local textile, upcycling 
and timebank networks will also be used for recruitment. 
In order to reach a broad cross-section of participants posters will be disseminated 
(attached) that will be placed around the University of Otago, Otago Polytechnic, the 
Dunedin Public Library and at second-hand clothing shops, design boutiques, and craft 
stores (with the permission of the owners). An abridged version of the poster will also 
be used as an advertisement. The researcher will approach local radio stations such as 
Radio One and Access Radio, for a timeslot to outline the research and call for 
participants.  
14(f) Will any form of compensation be offered to participants for taking 
part in the research? 
NO, there will be no payment or reward offered. A payment is thought to offer 
an incentive to participation.  
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15. Methods and Procedures:  
Participants will be upcyclers from the Ōtākou (Otago) region who have been undertaking a 
clothing upcycling practice for at least six months. The majority of participants will be drawn 
from Dunedin but as many practitioners live and work throughout the Otago region the search 
field has extended to include the Greater Otago region. These provisos will ensure that 
participants are familiar with features of the Dunedin/Otago arts and fashion communities and 
will have immediate knowledge from a current practice to discuss.  
The questions are open-ended to allow for a broader range of responses.  This format allows the 
participant response to match the way they conceive of the topic and offers them the conceptual 
space to answer the question in a way they feel comfortable. Following the processual and 
collaborative research methods of grounded theory, participants will be asked to offer feedback 
on other ways of connecting the ideas or wording the questions and on any points that were 
missing from their perspective. The interviews will be coded according to pre-identified themes 
in the literature such as 1. background in textiles, use of upcycling, nature of practice, 2, 
sourcing materials, methods used, situating practice, 3, networks, supports and economics of 
practice, 4, how work is situated to contemporary fashion and fashion movements. Participants 
will all be provided with email and telephone contact details for the two supervisors and 
researcher.  
There will be between three to four interviews  and a studio visit for every participant (or 
participants in the case of people who upcycle as a group). It is vital that the studio visit take 
place to enable one-on-one contact, and so we can jointly decide how best to represent their 
practice.  Interviews and studio visits will not happen back-to-back or concurrently to ensure 
that participants and the interviewer do not experience interview fatigue. For participants living 
outside Dunedin, interviews will take place via Skype, Messenger or Facetime. The researcher 
will still travel to their houses/studios to conduct the studio visit. Interviews will commence in 
November 2018 or as soon as ethics approval is granted. Interviews will conclude 1st August 
2019. 
Participants will be clearly informed about the process of research participation both in the 
information and interview forms and verbally before they decide to consent. Participants will 
predominately agree to having their identity revealed, unless they specify that they would like it 
if their identities were anonymous. While revealing one’s identity in a relatively small 
population density does mean exposure and will alter the way participants respond, as the main 
purpose of the research is accessing local practitioners, their work and attitudes towards 
upcycling, the material is not imagined to be sensitive and it is fitting that these practitioners 
name themselves when discussing their work. A researcher could not ethically include images 
of participant’s artwork without stating who authored it and having their permission to use the 
images.  However, some participants may, for personal or safety reasons, prefer to have their 
identities kept private, in which case a pseudonym will be used, no images taken, and 
identifying characteristics removed from publications. Participants will also be able to review 
the finished written products before they are published to ensure they are comfortable with their 
representation and exposure. 
Participants must agree to having their interviews audio-visually recorded for transcribing 
purposes. They will also be asked to have photographs taken of their work, studio space, and 
themselves if they wish. There will be an option for participants to supply some of their own 
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photographic images of their practice as long as the researcher can confirm this is indeed their 
space and work. In this instance photographic credit will be assigned to the producer of the 
image. A group meet up will be organised for November 2018 to outline the research, distribute 
information sheets and to get to know one another. This is optional and all those expressing 
interest and not in attendance will be emailed the information sheets and a brief overview of the 
meet up. An Upcycling Seminar is planned for April 24th , 2019 where participants will be asked 
if they wish to present a talk on their practice or attend the event. This is again, an optional part 
of the research.  
Offering on-going ethics ensures that the research can be process-driven, responsive to the ideas 
of participants and offers the participant the chance to read over and double-check the way they 
have been represented before the work is published. This on-going ethics would also apply to 
any further research using this data.  
 
Ōtākou textile practitioners discuss their clothing upcycling 
practice. 
General Interview Outline 
• Māori respect and acknowledgement will be given through Māori place-names and 
introductions and through a karakia to open the Upcycling Seminar. Respect will also be 
shown for the richness of cultural backgrounds and experiences we all bring to the research. 
To maintain a creative and safe space for group activities all participants must demonstrate 
respect for differences within the group and agree to focus on the clothing upcycling; the 
reason we are all together in this instance. Acknowledgement and appreciation will be 
expressed by the researcher for the variety of approaches and understandings participants 
bring to the research and all participants will be treated as equals.  
 
• As the researcher I will introduce myself to potential participants in the following way: 
“Hello, my name is Kirsten Koch and in my current Sociology Masters research at the 
Otago University I would like to interview people, such as yourself, who upcycle clothing”. 
“I am interested in understanding your approach to upcycling, what techniques you use, the 
nature of your practice, how you respond to fast fashion and how you economically frame 
your practice”. “I have a background in textiles and am fascinated to find out more about 
local clothing upcyclers. If you are interested in finding out more about the research, please 
contact me.”  
 
• Prior to the ethics application, I will keep in email contact with all possible participants who 
have expressed an interest in participating, letting them know where I am in terms of 
research development.  
 
• I intend to incorporate images of your techniques, studio and finished works within my 
dissertation. I would also like to organise an Upcycling Seminar to create other modes of 
engagement within the group and with the Dunedin Public.  




Themes will include the topics of sourcing materials, techniques, reasons for upcycling, 
supports for your practice, and the positioning of your practice. 
Questions will be worded like this…  
• How do you define upcycling?  
• Which terms wold you use to describe your process? 
• How do you organise your practice? 
• How do you position your practice to the fashion industry? 
 
Following grounded theory each preceding interview question will be informed by previous 
interview response. There will be space in the interviews for participants to use their own 
narrative to describe their journey and for the researcher to further investigate any participant-
identified themes. 
 
16. Compliance with The Privacy Act 1993 and the Health Information Privacy Code 1994 
imposes strict requirements concerning the collection, use and disclosure of personal information.  
The questions below allow the Committee to assess compliance. 
16(a) Are you collecting and storing personal information (e.g.name, contact 
details, designation, position etc) directly from the individual concerned that could 
identify the individual? (Delete the answer that does not apply.) 
YES 
 
16(b) Are you collecting information about individuals from another source?  
NO 
 
16(c) Collecting Personal Information: 
• Will you be collecting personal information (e.g. name, contact details, 
position, company, anything that could identify the individual)? 
 YES 
• Will you inform participants of the purpose for which you are collecting 
the information and the uses you propose to make of it? 
 YES 
• Will you inform participants of who will receive the information? 
 YES 
• Will you inform participants of the consequences, if any, of not 
supplying the information? 
 YES 
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• Will you inform participants of their rights of access to and correction 
of personal information? 
 YES 
 Where the answer is YES, make sure the information is included in the Information 
Sheet for Participants. 
 If you are NOT informing them of the points above, please explain why: 
 
 
16(d) Outline your data storage, security procedures and length of time data will 
be kept  
While research is underway all interview recordings and transcripts will be stored on 
the researcher’s personal laptop in a password protected folder. The only people able to 
access this data will be the researcher and the research supervisors. Data will be stored 
for five years after completion of the study, after which time it will be destroyed.  
 
16(e) Who will have access to personal information, under what conditions, and 
subject to what safeguards? If you are obtaining information from another 
source, include details of how this will be accessed and include written 
permission if appropriate.  Will participants have access to the information 
they have provided? 
 
Kirsten, Katharine and Natalie will have access to personal information, such as contact 
information. Other identifying information, such as participants’ names and details of their practice 
will be kept confidential until participants have read the publications in which they’re featured and 
have indicated that they are comfortable with the disclosure of their information and their 
representation and have provided written permission. Participants will have full access to any 
information they have provided upon request, and will be sent copies of any draft publications 
prior to them being made publicly available.  
 
16(f) Do you intend to publish any personal information they have provided? 
 YES 
 If YES, specify in what form you intend to do this: 
Master’s thesis, journal articles 
16(g) How will you disseminate and feedback the project results at the end of the 
research? Please describe your plans with respect to feedback to participants as well 
as any public dissemination plans, e.g. in journals and conferences. 
Any publication drafts, including the finished thesis will be circulated to participants 
prior to publication. 
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16(h) Do you propose to collect demographic information to describe your sample? 
For example: gender, age, ethnicity, education level, etc. 
No, I will not be asking questions on demographic information but may record these details if 
participant’s volunteer the information and signify its importance to their responses. 
16 (i) Have you, or will you, undertake Māori consultation? Choose one of the 
options below, and delete the option that does not apply: 
 (Refer to http://www.otago.ac.nz/research/maoriconsultation/index.html). 
YES We have ALREADY begun consultation. 
Consultation has been initiated, but not completed.  
 
17. Does the research or teaching project involve any form of deception?   
NO 
 
18. Please describe the ethical issues that might arise from the proposed research and how they 
are to be addressed.  
Because some participants may be known to me and some are not, I will ensure that professional 
boundaries are ensured between personal attachments and professional research capacity. It will 
be imperative that all participants are treated equally and that participants recognise that they are 
under no personal obligation to me to participate and are also free to withdraw at any time 
without any negative repercussions. As a co-participant and researcher, I have tried to test the 
questions against my personal understanding of the topic to assess their relevance. I will 
however avoid discussing my practice and asserting my opinions within the research process as 
it is important that the research reflect the range of unique personalised responses within the 
group.  
 
19. *Applicant's Signature:   .............................................................................   
 Name (please print): ………………………………………………………. 
 Date:  ................................ 
 *The signatory should be the staff member detailed at Question 1 
 
20. Departmental approval:  I have read this application and believe it to be valid research and 
ethically sound.  I approve the research design.  The Research proposed in this application is compatible 
with the University of Otago policies and I give my consent for the application to be forwarded to the 
University of Otago Human Ethics Committee with my recommendation that it be approved. 
Signature of **Head of Department: .......................................................................... 
 Name of HOD (please print): ………………………………………………………. 
  Date: ..................................................... 
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**Where the Head of Department is also the Applicant, then an appropriate senior staff member must 
sign on behalf of the Department or School. 
 
 
Attach copies of the Information Sheet for Participants, 
Consent Form, and Advertisement to your application 
Send the signed original plus 14 double-sided and stapled copies of the application to: 
Academic Committees, Room G22 or G26, Ground Floor, Clocktower Building,  
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[Reference Number: 18/176) 
 [23rd October 2018] 
 
 
   
 Ōtākou textile practitioners discuss their upcycling 
practice. 
 
INFORMATION SHEET FOR PARTICIPANTS 
 
Thank you for expressing an interest in this research on clothing upcycling in Ōtākou. 
This sheet will outline the participant requirements for this research which we encourage 
you to read thoroughly before you choose if you wish to participate or not. Thank you for 
showing an interest in this project.  Please read this information sheet carefully before 
deciding whether or not to participate. If you decide not to take part, there will be no 
disadvantage to you and we thank you for considering our request.   
 
What is the aim of the project? 
 
This research aims to investigate current textile practitioners utilizing upcycling as a 
process in their practice. We want to understand the motivations for practitioners to 
upcycle, what upcycling clothing symbolizes to them, what techniques they use, and how 
they sustain their practice.  
 
For this research upcycling clothing is defined as an individual or group who utilize 
second-hand and surplus textiles to create a garment of increased value to that of the 
original materials. Practice is defined as the making, marketing, displaying, interaction 
and exchange of upcycled clothing and textiles. Practitioners may  upcycle for a variety 
of inter-related reasons such as enriching their and others lives, sustainability, 






What types of clothing upcyclers are we looking for? 
 
To be considered for this study participants have to have been upcycling clothing for at 
least six months and be practicing within the Ōtākou/Otago area. You must be 18 years 
of age, or over. 
 
What will you be asked to do? 
 
Participants will be asked to complete a series of three to four 90-minute interviews with 
the researcher. The time commitment for the interviews is between eight and ten hours. 
The time commitment for the optional seminar is between five to seven hours. The 
interviews will consist of semi-structured open-ended questions broken up into three 
sections covered over three interviews. Participants can offer feedback on issues of 
importance to them and these factors will be incorporated through grounded theory and 
bought into the following interviews.  
 
The interviews will be scheduled to accommodate participants timetables. These 
interviews will take place via Skype or Facetime for participants who live out of the 
Dunedin region. The studio interview will take place in the participants studios or homes. 
This is essential for all participants. This interview will involve taking photographic 
footage of the participants studio for those who consent to . For those who wish to remain 
anonymous, the studio visit is still necessary as it will help the researcher understand how 
your ideas are materialised within your practice. 
 
Four examples of question themes: 
 
o How do you position your practice to the fashion industry? 
o What methods of upcycling do you use, examples? 
o Why is upcycling clothing important to you? 
o How do economics feature in your practice? 
 
Clothing Upcycling Seminar (voluntary additional research activity) 
Brief description 
In this public seminar all clothing upcyclers who are participating in the research project 
will be asked if they wish to speak about their practices. Those who do not wish to speak 
are welcome to attend and all participation in this event is entirely voluntary. The event 
will start with a karakia and an acknowledgement of Fashion Revolution Day (the date 
of the event). The researcher will summarize the research project and introduce the day’s 
schedule and speakers. 
As some participant’s practices are extensive, an aspect of their work for discussion will 
be decided between the participant and the researcher. A series of practitioners will speak 
to their pieces for around twenty minutes each. Equipment such as a microphone, 
projector, display boards and mannequins will be sourced for speakers to utilize.  
Talks will be broken up with morning tea, lunch and afternoon tea giving the opportunity 
for conversations between participants and the audience. Food and non-alcoholic drinks 
will be provided.  
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Venue: Pioneer Woman’s Hall – (need to check costs and date availability) Disabled 
access and public toilets will also be available at this event. 
Start/finish date: April 24th, 2019 (5 hours - 11 am - 4 pm) 
 
What data or information will be collected and how will it be used? 
The series of three interviews will be audio recorded so the researcher can transcribe them 
accurately. The studio interview in participants studio/home will be photographed unless 
the participant has stipulated they do not wish to be identified. Interviews will be coded 
manually according to grounded theory and research themes pre-identified in the 
literature. 
Participants comments made that could be considered of a sensitive nature will be 
mentioned without an identifying name, utilizing the anonymity of the group. All direct 
references to participants, quotes and images of them and their work will be presented to 
participants before print to ensure the participant is comfortable with the way they are 
being represented by the researcher. These interviews are intended to aid research into 
contemporary clothing upcycling practices in the Ōtākou /Otago region. 
All interview recordings, transcripts and drafts will be kept in a password-protected folder 
on the researchers personal laptop. The researcher and research supervisors will have sole 
access to this material. All material representing the participant will be checked and 
approved by them prior to print and a copy of the thesis can be obtained directly from the 
researcher.  Data will be stored for five years after completion of the study, after which 
time it will be destroyed.  
 
Can I change my mind? 
At any point of the research process if you feel you are unable to continue participating 
you are free to withdraw from the research without any threat of reprisals or negative 
repercussions. 
 
Have any questions? 
“If you have any questions about our project, either now or in the future, please feel free 
to contact either”:- 
Kirsten Koch, 64 3 479 7951 kocki817@otago.ac.nz  
and   
 Katharine Legun,  03 479 7666  katharine.legun@otago.ac.nz 
Natalie Smith, 034795204  natalie.smith@otago.ac.nz  
 
This study has been approved by the Department stated above. However, if you have any 
concerns about the ethical conduct of the research you may contact the University of Otago 
Human Ethics Committee through the Human Ethics Committee Administrator (ph. 03 479-
8256). Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated and you will be 





Participant Consent Form 
 
[Reference Number: 18/176] 
[23rd October 2018] 
 
 
Ōtākou textile practitioners discuss their clothing upcycling 
practice. 
 
CONSENT  FORM  FOR  PARTICIPANTS 
 
I have read the Information Sheet concerning this project and understand what it is about.  All 
my questions have been answered to my satisfaction. I understand that I am free to request 
further information at any stage. 
I know that:- 
1. My participation in the project is entirely voluntary; 
 
2. I am free to withdraw from the project at any time without any disadvantage; 
 
3. Personal identifying information (i.e. audio tapes, contact information) will be 
destroyed at the conclusion of the project but any raw data on which the results of the 
project depend will be retained in secure storage for at least five years. 
 
4. There will be four to five interviews between ninety minutes and two-hours’ long each. 
An in-person studio interview will be one of these interviews.  
 
5. This interview process will involve open-ended questions that will leave space for 
participants to discuss the issues they feel are important in their own words. Because 
participants identities will be exposed via the research they will be reassured that they 
have access to the  final proof and the researcher will ensure they have read and 
approved of their representation, in keeping with on-going ethics consent. All questions 
have been designed to ensure participants comfort, but participants will be reminded 
that they do not have to answer anything they do not wish to. If participants are 
hesitating to answer a question or are looking uncomfortable they will be asked if they 





6. For the purposes of the research participants will meet other participants, so it is 
necessary to have ground rules for intra-group relations. A kaupapa of sharing, 
respect and inclusiveness will reside. Participants must agree to appreciate each 
other’s interest in clothing upcycling, to recognise everybody’s contribution to the 
research as of equal importance and to adopt a consolatory response to any 
differences of opinion expressed within the group.  
 
7. “The results of the project may be published and will be available in the University of 
Otago Library (Dunedin, New Zealand)” 
 




o be willing to be interviewed 
o be willing to have my name and my brand name disclosed 
o be willing to have photographs of my work taken and included in the research 
o be willing to attend an Upcycling Seminar April 24th, 2019 
o be willing to speak about your practice at an Upcycling Seminar April 24th , 2019 
 
 
   ............................... 
       (Signature of participant)     (Date) 
 
............................................................................. 





This study has been approved by the University of Otago Human Ethics Committee. If you have 
any concerns about the ethical conduct of the research, you may contact the Committee 
through the Human Ethics Committee Administrator (ph +643 479 8256 or email 
gary.witte@otago.ac.nz). Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated 
and you will be informed of the outcome. 
 










Ōtākou textile practitioners discuss their clothing upcycling practice. 
 
This research is intended to build understanding of contemporary local clothing upcycling practices analysing 
makers’ motivations and the meanings behind their practice. 
 
We want to know: 
How and why practitioners utilise clothing upcycling? 
How their practice aligns to contemporary fashion and how they organise and sustain their practice? 
To ascertain this, we will conduct a series of one-on-one interviews, 
incorporating photographic images of participants' processes and finished garments. 
 
What types of clothing upcycler are we looking for? 
Anybody who makes clothing from recycled textiles is welcome to participate! 
From fashion and textile designers, fashionistas, artists and others. 
You can make upcycled clothing as a business or for yourself and others. 
 
There are only three requirements: 
1. You must be over 18 years of age 
2. You need to have at least six months experience upcycling clothing 
3. You must conduct your practice within the Ōtākou/Otago region 
 
What will you be asked to do? 
You will be asked to participate in a series of interviews organised to fit your schedule. 
A studio interview will be conducted at your studio space and involve photographing your work. 
You may decline to participate in this portion of the study should you choose, to no detriment to your participation in 
other parts of the study. 
An accompanying Upcycling Seminar will be held April 24th, 2019, which you are welcome to speak at. 
 
Interested in participating or want more information? 
Please contact, Kirsten Koch 
Department of Sociology, Gender and Social Work, University of Otago 
Ph. 64 3 479 7951 
 
kocki817@student.otago.ac.nz 
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